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The Qood Book is a brilliant and inspiring look at the 
Bible today from the preacher to Harvard University, a 
man Time magazine called one of the seven best preach¬ 
ers in America. 

“The theme of this book,” writes Peter Gomes in 
his introduction, “is the risk and the joy of the Bible: risk 
in that we might get it wrong, and joy in the discovery of 
the living Wond becoming flesh. It is around this theme 
that I formulate three basic questions which the 
thoughtful reader brings to the Bible: What is it? How 
is it used? What does it have to say to me?” 

The first section of The Qood Book “Opening the 
Bible," discusses what the Bible is and how it came to 
be as it is now. In addition to providing something of a 
crash course in biblical literacy and interpretation, it 
also chronicles the ever-evolving role of the Bible in 
American politics and culture. Gomes speaks to those 
readers who are eager to introduce (or reintroduce) 
themselves to the Bible, who are looking for timeless 
wisdom and comfort, who want to reconcile what they 
know of the Bible with what they know of themselves 
and the world, and who want to reclaim the responsi¬ 
bility of biblical interpretation from those who would 
use the Bible for division and exclusion. 

“The Use and Abuse of the Bible,” the second sec¬ 
tion, addresses what Gomes calls the hard texts—the 
actual passages that are cited by those who wish to 
alienate others from the Bible. He discusses the biblical 
texts on race, women, homosexuality, and the New 
Testament passages used to try to justify anti-Semitism. 
And he shows how the Bible is undeniably inclusive 
and not exclusive—if you follow the biblical command¬ 
ment to read it with mind and heart. Writes Gomes, “I 
want black people, women, and homosexuals, among 
others, to see and to hear that the Bible is both for them 
and with them. I want them to know that the Bible is 
theirs by right and intention." 

In the final and longest section, “The True and 
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Lively Word,” Gomes starts by showing what the Bible 
has to say about live very human questions: Am I the 
only one who is confused? What can I trust? Am I on 
my own? Can I feel good about myself? How can I face 
the future? He then discusses what the Bible has to say 
to people today about suffering, joy, evil, temptation, 
wealth, science, and mystery. 

With compassion, humor, and insight, Gomes 
gives us the tools we need to make the Bible a dynamic 
part of our daily lives—and reminds us that the Bible is 
not just doctrine and interpretation, but one of the most 
available and extraordinary means by which we are 
brought into proximity with the divine. 
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APOLOGIA 


S OME writers begin their books with an Introduction or a Preface, 
sometimes titled simply From the Author, in which the origins of 
the book are briefly stated, and something, but not so much as to make 
reading the book unnecessary, of its intentions disclosed, and necessary 
acknowledgments made. Such an opening is meant, in part at least, to 
attract the reader’s attention, with the hope that what follows will sustain 
it, while giving something of the author’s method, clearing away wrong 
expectations, and positioning a few useful clues and landmarks by which 
the reader may make way through a form of argument and prose which 
has become far too familiar to the author. Some readers routinely skip 
such introductory matter to get on to “it,” the real heart of the book. I 
have been guilty of this, for I am one of those who, in driving, for 
instance, refuses, at least at first, to spend much time in consultation of 
a map. I am convinced that I can find my way on my own with just my 
common sense, my not always justified sense of direction, the urgent 
good intentions that tell me that I must or wish to get to my destination, 
and the naive faith that that is enough to get me there. I, and the waiting 
friends on the other side of my travels, have discovered over many years 
that this is not a sound system. 

The front matter of a book is something of a road map. It tells the 
reader not only where the author intends to go but in some measure 
how the author wants the reader to get there, and why the journey is 
worth taking at all. Obviously such an enterprise is more than a mere 
map —it is also an explanation, a justification. 

Secular readers will notice that this front matter bears a slightly un¬ 
familiar title, and in a foreign language. I say “slightly unfamiliar,” for 
even those with no Latin will recognize in the sonorous term Apologia 
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something that looks remarkably like our word apology, and we all know 
what that is. Or do we? The third meaning in The Oxford English 
Dictionary comes closest to our unexamined sense of what an apology 
is: “an explanation offered to a person affected by one’s action that no 
offense was intended.” It is in this sense that we understand the remark 
attributed to the Duke of Wellington, “Never apologize, never explain.” 
Charles I, who knew much of these things, said, “Never make a defense 
of apology before you be accused,” and Ambrose Bierce, the cynical 
author, earlier in this century, of The Devil’s Dictionary, said, “To apol¬ 
ogize is to lay the foundations for a future offense.” The best of these 
aphorisms about apologies in the popular meaning of the word is that 
of Elbert Hubbard, who advised, “Never explain: your friends do not 
need it, and your enemies will not believe it anyhow.” 

All of this notwithstanding, this is neither the oldest sense of the 
apology nor the sense in which I use it. The oldest usages describe an 
apology, or apologia, as a formal argument to speak in defense of any¬ 
thing that may cause dissatisfaction. It is more explanation than excuse. 
It does not ask for pardon but rather seeks to offer light to those who 
may need it but may not want it. That is what an apologia is, and one 
who makes such an argument is known as an apologist. 

There is a risk in embracing so ancient a term with such an ambig¬ 
uous contemporary resonance to it. One thinks of hapless presidential 
press secretaries, usually called by critics “shameless apologists for the 
bankrupt policies of the present administration,” and it doesn’t take a 
degree in linguistics to recognize that apologists, in the evolution of the 
species, became public relations experts, then press officers, and now 
spin doctors, who, together with pollsters, have become the court as¬ 
trologers of modern politics and industry. To begin one’s work with the 
title Apologia, to call oneself an apologist, and to consider one’s argu¬ 
ment as an apology is at once to risk confusion and to court disaster. 

Yet the term as I am using it has an ancient literary and specifically 
Christian lineage. The New Dictionary of Christian Theology defines 
apologetics in the history of Christian theology as “the defense, by ar- 



gument. of Christian belief against external criticism or against other 
world views.” and gives as an example of such apologetics Paul’s sermon 
on Mars Hill, in Acts 17 : 22 - 31 , in which he argued the Christian faith 
against the Greek secular philosophy. Saint Augustine’s The City of God, 
written in reply to pagans who blamed the fall of Rome in A.D. 410 on 
the Christians, is counted as one of the most magisterial of apologetics. 
In modern times Paul Tillich and Hans Kiing are so styled, and it might 
be argued that Pope John Paul IPs remarkably successful book, Crossing 
the Threshold of Hope, is a vivid example of a contemporary apologetic. 
Given such company 1 do not mind that Karl Barth was dogmatically 
opposed to all forms of apologetics, although, ironically, his works have 
seen considerable use as fodder in the apologetics of others. 

Nlv apologia is an argument in favor of taking the Bible seriously, 
and it is addressed in part at least to those who either trivialize it or 
idolize it, and who thereby miss its dynamic, living, and transforming 
quality. It is an argument addressed as well to those who are in search 
of spiritual and moral grounding in their chaotic lives, and who may 
have heard of the Bible but know little and want to know more. It is 
also an argument that condemns the lazy, simpleminded approach that 
many are tempted to take when considering the serious matter of Bible 
study and interpretation. Finally, it is also an invitation to enter into the 
Bible and to let it enter into us, all of us, and most particularly into 
those who have been excluded from the faith of the Bible by the use of 
the Bible. The summary of such an argument may be found in the 
aphorism of the early biblical scholar Bengel, who said, “Apply yourself 
closely to the text; apply the text closely to yourself.” As my own new 
class of Harvard Divinity School students began New Testament studies 
now thirty-something years ago, we were instructed to write this on the 
flyleaf of our Bibles. 

There is a certain inevitability about this book. Henry Ward Beecher 
used to tell of the Free Will Methodist preacher and the Predestinarian 
Presbyterian preacher who agreed to exchange pulpits. As they met on 
the road, each on the way to the other’s pulpit, the Presbyterian said, 



“Brother, does it not give you pleasure and glory to God that before the 
earth itself was formed, we were destined in the mind of God to have 
this exchange this morning?” To which the Methodist replied, “Well, 
if that is so, then I ain’t going,” and he turned his horse around and 
went home. I know how he felt. We all want to feel that we are masters 
of our own fate, at least of our intellectual fate, but I know otherwise. I 
have been an apologist in the sense that I hope that I have rehabilitated 
scripture for general use for over twenty-five years. The day that I ac¬ 
cepted duty as a Christian minister at “godless Harvard” I became one, 
and willingly, even gladly, for I was not ashamed of the gospel and 
wanted to present it with all its power to a time and a place that badly 
needed it. In my view, to be a Christian is by definition to be an apol¬ 
ogist, for not only are you obliged to present your view to a world that 
is no longer, if it ever was, Christian, but people want to know why, in 
such a world, you would continue to hold allegiance to something so 
out of harmony with it. Conviction on the part of the Christian, and 
curiosity on the part of others, are essential ingredients in the apologetic 
for the faith. One offers one’s own life as the immediate and ultimate 
“explanation,” remembering that Christian truth is advanced not by pos¬ 
tulates and formulas, the bone-crushing logic of arguments point and 
counterpoint, but in the living flesh of human beings. Jesus Christ re¬ 
mains the ultimate apologist for the faith not because of the sublime 
logic of his teaching but by the undaunted example of his life. I take 
enormous consolation in the precedent of one of the great apologists of 
the last century, John Henry Cardinal Newman, who in 1864 published 
his now classic autobiography under the title Apologia pro Vita Sua — 
A Defense of His Life. 

This book began a very long time ago with the conviction that intel¬ 
ligent people seemed to know less and less about the Bible, and that 
religious people revered it and would defend it to the death but seldom 
read it with any industry or imagination. The fact that we preach reg¬ 
ularly from the Bible to congregations that know so little about it means 
that we have a fundamental task of reeducation before we can relate 
the Bible to the world in which we live. This task is further complicated 
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bv the fact that the Bible has become an American cultural icon with 
enormous influence, both symbolic and substantial. Thus, for me, the 
Bible and the social and moral consequences that derive from its inter¬ 
pretation are all too important to be left in the hands of the pious or 
the experts, and too significant to be ignored and trivialized by the un¬ 
informed and indifferent. 

The theme of this book is the risk and the joy of the Bible: risk in 
that we might get it wrong, and joy in the discovery of the living Word 
becoming flesh. It is around this theme that I formulate three basic 
questions which the thoughtful reader brings to the Bible: What is it? 
How is it used? What does it have to say to me? The three-part structure 
of the book is designed to address these questions. The first part, “Open¬ 
ing the Bible,” is didactic; it discusses what the Bible is and how it came 
to be as it now' is. The second part, “The Use and Abuse of the Bible,” 
is more polemical. It is concerned with the interpretations of scripture, 
as well as w ith the reappropriation of scripture on the part of those who 
feel excluded from it. The third part, “The True and Lively Word,” a 
phrase drawn from Thomas Cranmer’s description of the Bible in the 
Book of Common Prayer, has a pastoral function and seeks to discover 
the relationship between the human condition and the biblical witness. 
This pastoral ambition, however, is not only the driving force behind 
this final section of the book but is the spirit that animates the whole 
book. 

My debts are many, and yet responsibility falls fully to me. I am 
grateful to my publishers, and particularly to my editor, who had enough 
confidence in me and in the idea of this book to wait for it with the 
patience of Job and the perseverance of the Saints. I thank Will 
Schwalbe for his conscientious collaboration, his many trips to Cam¬ 
bridge, and his genuine interest in the substance of this book. I thank 
as well John Taylor Williams, the best of all literary agents, without 
whom none of this would have happened. A sabbatical leave of absence 
at Duke University Divinity School provided me with a season of re¬ 
freshment, stimulation, and research, in addition to boundless hospital¬ 
ity. I thank Dean Dennis Campbell for his many kindnesses while I was 



his guest. I thank as well my Duke colleagues and friends William H. 
Willimon, Stanley Hauerwas, and Samuel DeWitt Proctor, whose con¬ 
versation helped refine many an idea. The assistance of Donald Polanski 
at Duke was invaluable, and I remain ever grateful to him for the benefit 
of his extensive knowledge of the resources in the Duke library. 

Closer to home, I thank the President and Fellows of Harvard Col¬ 
lege, by whose kind permission my leave of absence was taken. This 
book had its origins in the imagination of my colleague and friend 
Daniel Ayers Sanks, whose insistence on its writing is equaled only bv 
his support along the detours: I owe him much. I owe a significant 
debt to Dr. Eugene Clifford McAfee, who joined this enterprise at its 
earliest stages and while pursuing his own academic work found time 
to help me. As a teaching colleague in the fields of Church History, 
Interpretation of Scripture, and Preaching, and as a friend, his worth 
to me is beyond measure. There would literally be no book without 
the consummate skills of Cynthia Wight Rossano, who prepared the 
final manuscript and all of its prior permutations, gave encouragement 
in moments of despair, and lavished upon me much for which 1 call 
her blessed. 

My colleagues and congregation in The Memorial Church have 
borne my absences and fits of authorial despondency with great Chris¬ 
tian forbearance, and they, more than anyone, will be relieved to see 
this project finally accomplished. I am grateful to all my friends, and 
record here and now- my most especial appreciation to those friends 
who, after a decent interval, stopped asking me, “How’s the book 
coming?” I owe a great debt of gratitude to my old and late friend 
and colleague, ]ohn Robert Marquand, long in the service of Harvard 
College. He knew of the earliest stages of this book and followed 
them with his characteristically keen and pungent interest. Much of 
this I did for him. 

Finally, 1 must remember my mother, Orissa Josephine White 
Gomes, daughter of preachers, who first taught me the Bible, and the 
people of the First Baptist Church and the Bethel AME Church of 
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Plymouth. Massachusetts, my first community of interpretation. In the 
end we are where we came from. 

Johann Sebastian Bach used to write at the top of the first page of 
ev en new composition the Latin words Soli Deo Gloria: Glory to God 
Alone. I adopt his device as my own. 

Peter J. Gomes 
Sparks House 
Cambridge, Massachusetts 




PART ONE 


OPENING THE BIBLE 


“The study of the Bible is the soul of theology 

—Pope Leo xiii 

Providentissimus Deus, November 18, 1893 




CHAPTER I 


WHAT'S IT ALL ABOUT? 

M ANY years ago when I began my service as minister in Harvard’s 
Memorial Church, an anonymous benefactor offered to present 
as manv Bibles as were needed to fill the pews. No particular translation 
was specified, and no objections were made to the Revised Standard 
Version. Before proceeding too far along the road of this benefaction I 
felt it wise to take the advice of some colleagues, and I found their 
reaction to be apprehensive, and in fact quite suspicious of the moti¬ 
vation behind the gift. “What does the benefactor want or expect?” I 
was asked, and warned that placing Bibles in the pews would create an 
invitation to steal them. Further, I was warned that “people will think 
that this is a fundamentalist church. If they see Bibles in the pews you 
will have an image problem.” My colleagues and counselors meant well, 
I knew, and wished only to protect the church from secular and religious 
zealots. These concerns notwithstanding, however, we accepted the gift, 
placed the Bibles in the pews, and, happily, over the years we have lost 
quite a few to theft. 


A Nodding Acquaintance 

One of the more embarrassing social situations, upon which even Miss 
Manners and other arbiters of social etiquette have failed to provide a 
useful strategy, is the one in which you have more than a nodding 
acquaintance with someone. At the point of introduction you got the 
person’s name, forgot it, asked it again, and forgot it again. Meanwhile 
you go on meeting this person, chatting and being chatted with, but 
you have clearly passed beyond the point where you can ask for the 
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name again. It is easy enough to maintain the facade of friendship until 
that awful moment comes when you are required to introduce your 
nameless friend to a third party. What to do? I have seen artful evasions 
such as “Surely you two know each other?” followed by a discreet with¬ 
drawal while they got on with the job themselves, leaving you unex¬ 
posed. Another stratagem is to avoid the risk of introduction altogether 
by declaring emphatically, “Ah! Here’s an old friend!” What we should 
know, pretend that we know, and wish that we knew, we don’t. Worse 
still, we do not know, without risk of embarrassment, how to ask about 
what we need to know. 

This, I suggest, is the way it is with so many people and the Bible. 
Once, perhaps a long time ago in childhood or in early youth, or even 
as late as in college, you were introduced. You have a nodding acquain¬ 
tance with the Bible, or at least you feel you ought to, and you can 
recognize some familiar phrases, especially if they “sound” like the King 
James Version of the Bible; yet, to all intents and purposes, the Bible 
remains an elusive, unknown, slightly daunting book. It is awkward to 
concede that you don't know very much about the Bible, given its cul¬ 
tural prominence, and it is difficult to figure out how to get reintroduced 
without conceding your illiteracy. Perhaps the lament I have heard more 
and more frequently in recent years is the one that says, “I wish I knew 
more about the Bible.” 

Poll after poll continues to find the Bible atop every best-seller list, 
and one survey after another confirms the fact that an astonishingly high 
percentage of American households claims not only to own a Bible, but 
to read it on a regular basis. Hardly a hotel room in the world is without 
a copy of the Bible in the bedside table, placed there courtesy of the 
Gideons; and through the unremitting efforts of the Wycliffe Society 
the Bible has been translated into nearly every language on earth. There 
are Bibles for women, Bibles for children, Bibles for Asians, Bibles for 
African Americans. There are so many translations, paraphrases, revi¬ 
sions, and editions now available, many of which are the products of 
the last twenty years, that the market for the Bible may well be saturated. 
In the introduction to their 1983 study of twentieth-century English ver- 
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sions of the Bible, So Many Versions?, Sakae Kubo and Walter F. Specht 
observ e, “Some people are of the opinion that there is a ‘glut’ of trans¬ 
lations on the market today. Some feel it is time to call a halt to the 
work of translation for a while until we absorb the flood of recent trans¬ 
lations."' 

Despite the ubiquity of the Good Book, it is increasingly clear that 
the rate of biblical literacy has gone down rather than up. A recent 
American poll conducted by the Barna Research Group discovered that 
10 percent of the sample of more than one thousand persons polled said 
that Joan of Arc was Noah’s wife, 16 percent were convinced that the 
New Testament contained a book by the Apostle Thomas, and 38 per¬ 
cent were of the view that both the Old and New Testaments were 
w ritten a few years after Jesus’ death. These replies are worthy of the 
old Sundav school howler in which the epistles are defined as the wives 
of the apostles. The president of the polling firm commented, “Clearly, 
most people don’t know what to make of the Bible. Adults constantly 
gave us answers which contradicted or conflicted with previous replies .” 2 
It is not that people lie about their knowledge of the Bible; it is that 
they often feel that in order to maintain their moral credibility they 
must reply in the affirmative when questioned by pollsters, since most 
believe that they ought to read it. Many of these modern Christians are 
much like the Emperor Charlemagne who, it is said, slept with a copy 
of Saint Augustine’s magnum opus. The City of God, under his pillow 
in the hope that this passive proximity to a great but difficult work might 
be of some benefit to him. 


Hearing the Word 

Hearing the Bible in church presumably helps people become better 
acquainted with it. In fact, hearing the Bible in church was the way in 
which most Christians for a thousand years became familiar with scrip¬ 
ture, and in most Christian churches today pride of place is still given 
to the reading of appointed passages from the Bible. In the Anglican 
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and Protestant traditions these readings are called “lessons” because it 
is believed that they are not merely liturgical acts but have a moral 
teaching function as well. This tradition of hearing the Bible read aloud 
in public is as old as Christian worship. When Saint Paul instructs the 
Christians in the Corinthian church on a suitable order for worship, he 
tells them: “When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, 
a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for 
edification.” (I Corinthians 14:26) 

In my naivete as a pastor I thought that this tradition of edification 
in church was alive and well until I once said as much to a regular 
churchgoer who every Sunday hears a psalm and at least two lessons, 
one from the Old Testament and one from the New Testament, and 
has done so for years. Her response caught me up short. She said that 
listening to the lessons in church was like eavesdropping on a conver¬ 
sation in a restaurant where the parties on whom you are listening in 
are speaking fluent French, and you are trying to make sense of what 
they are saying with your badly remembered French 101. You catch a 
few words and are intrigued, trying to follow, but after a while you lose 
interest, for the effort is too great and the reward too small, That is a 
prettv vivid image of a fairly common modern dilemma, and most peo¬ 
ple find themselves too embarrassed to confess that this is their situation. 
It used to be said that most Christian adults live their lives off a second- 
rate second-grade Sunday school education, and that the more they hear 
of the Bible in church, the less they feel they know about it. 

Many people want to do something about their hihlical illiteracy. 
There is something there that they feel they ought to know about, and 
yet thev are frustrated in their attempts to read the Bible and to make 
sense of it for themselves. Because it is unlike any other book, reading 
the Bible is an intimidating enterprise for the average person. To remind 
the reader that the Bible is not a book but a library of books, written by 
many people in many forms over many years for many purposes, is to 
further complicate the ambition and add to the frustration. Bound in 
its authoritative black leather and gilt-edged pages, with, in some edi¬ 
tions, the words of Jesus printed in red, the physical artifact of the Bible 
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has a certain aura. Add to this the powers attributed to it, with its des¬ 
ignation as "holv” and therefore suitable for use in oath-taking and in 
sanctifying proceedings both civil and sacred, and the Bible is much 
more easily reverenced than read. 


Inhibitions and Complexities 

It is not its status as an icon or holy object, however, that inhibits the 
reading of the Bible. It is the sense as well that the Bible is a technical 
book, requiring a level either of piety or of knowledge not available to 
the average reader. There are also admitted obstacles. What does a per¬ 
son who has no knowledge of the biblical languages, no formal theo¬ 
logical training, and no experience in the very technical fields of 
translation and interpretation do with the Bible? An ancient answer was 
to submit oneself to those who did possess those qualities. The image 
of formative Christianity as a “Bible-centered community,” one contin¬ 
ual scripture seminar for the faithful, is an appealing one, but totally 
false. Saint Augustine, for example, opposed Saint Jerome’s heroic proj¬ 
ect of translating the Greek Bible into the more accessible Latin because 
making the Bible more accessible would be more likely to cultivate a 
conceit on the part of those who, because they could understand the 
language, would now also assume that they could understand the book. 
Vernacular translations of the Bible were forbidden to those few pre- 
modem Christians who could read, and English translations of the Bible 
up to the time of King James’s version of 1611 were generally regarded 
by the religious establishment as doing more harm than good. 

Ironically, it was the tremendous explosion in scholarship about the 
Bible itself, an enterprise whose highest motivation was to make sense 
of the Bibje and to clarify its complexities, that made it harder rather 
than easier for the average person to read the Bible with any degree of 
self-confidence. By the close of the nineteenth century, a period of un¬ 
precedented attention to the complexity of biblical scholarship, the frus¬ 
tration of the average reader was represented by no less a figure than 



OPENINC THE BIBLE 


8 ) 

Grover Cleveland. In some exasperation, the twenty-second and twenty- 
fourth president of the United States said, “The Bible is good enough 
for me, just the old book under which I was brought up. I do not want 
notes or criticisms or explanations about authorship or origins or even 
cross-references. I do not need them or understand them, and they con¬ 
fuse me.” 5 

A century later we can understand his frustration and his desire to 
return to what the scholars call a precritical stage, and in fact many have 
attempted to do just that. After all, we should not have to be a certified 
electrician in order to enjoy the benefits of the lightbulb. 

Suppose, however, that that lightbulb does little to illumine the dark 
places in which we find ourselves in these last days of the twentieth 
century? What are we to do with a Bible about which we know less and 
less, and which itself would appear to have less and less to say to us in 
language that we can understand? The question is not a new one. In 
1969, in a small book with the provocative title The Strange Silence of 
the Bible in the Church, James D. Smart addressed the gap between the 
fullness of modern biblical scholarship on the one hand, and the poverty 
of biblical literacy on the other. In an America racked by the intensities 
of the struggle for civil rights, the battles of the counterculture, and the 
depredations of the Vietnam War, the Bible seemed unequal to the 
morally demanding times, and its silence was deafening. How could this 
be? In his Preface, Smart, a Presbyterian minister and biblical scholar, 
attempted an answer: 

Responsibility for this strange silence of the Bible in the church 
does not rest upon preachers alone. Much too often they have 
borne the whole reproach without there being any recognition of 
the complex character of the dilemma in which they find them¬ 
selves. Rather, there had been a blindness which scholar, preacher, 
teacher, and layman alike have shared —a blindness to the com¬ 
plexity of the essential hermeneutical problem, which, in simple 
terms, is the problem of how to translate the full content of an 
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ancient text into the language and life-context of late 20th century 

persons. 4 

Contemporary Christians tend to avoid complexity as being hazardous 
to their faith, and are thus unprepared to cope with complexity when it 
confronts them. In April 1996, for example, all three major U.S. weekly 
newsmagazines featured Jesus as the cover story for Holy Week. What 
was the reason? This was hardly an outbreak of newsroom piety, but 
rather the “discovery” that scholars were debating yet again the relation¬ 
ship between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, and that many 
of the w ords and actions attributed to Jesus in the New Testament were 
in fact, in the view of much of modern scholarship, the work of writers 
of the early Christian movement. “Some scholars are debunking the 
Gospels,” ran Time’s cover headline. “Now traditionalists are fighting 
back. What are Christians to believe?” 5 

I was asked by many sincere believers as well as by the vaguely curious 
w hat I thought of Time’s story. Would it do damage to the faith? Hardly. 
As the sign in the old antique shop reads: NOTHING NEW HERE. Ques¬ 
tions about the nature of the gospels and of their place in the life of 
the church are as old as the gospels themselves. Questions about the 
resurrection are as old as the Apostle Paul’s writings on the subject. 
These are matters that have always belonged to the church, and always 
will. Time’s discovery of Christianity’s two-thousand-year-old debate sug¬ 
gests only how far Time is removed from the intellectual life of biblical 
scholarship. But alas, the story also revealed the large gap between the 
basic working assumptions of biblical scholarship long held by the schol¬ 
arly community and the conventional wisdom or general knowledge of 
a less and less biblically literate Christian population. To make a story 
there must be winners and losers. The not too subtle implication of this 
Holy Week Special is that what the scholars believe they know and what 
the believers believe they believe are seen to be at odds, and if the 
scholars are right, then the believers must be wrong, and the Christian 
faith folds like a house of cards. 
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What Are We Doing? 

What can be believed about the Bible? What do we need to know about 
the Bible? Can the Bible survive the efforts to interpret and understand 
it? Can we? Is it wrong to ask critical questions of the Bible? How do 
we reconcile the parts we understand, and perhaps dislike, with the parts 
we do not understand but which may be salutary? When we speak of 
the authority of scripture, as certain Protestant traditions delight in do¬ 
ing, does that mean that we suspend all of those faculties of mind and 
intelligence which we apply to all other books and all other instances 
of our life? How indeed do we, as James Smart suggested, “translate the 
full content of an ancient text into the language and life-context of late 
20th century persons” without risking our intelligence or the integrity 
of that text? 

Over the years of my ministry in a university and well beyond it, I 
have come to the conclusion that most sincere Christians are curious 
in these matters, unlike Grover Cleveland, and want to become better 
acquainted with the Bible. I am further convinced that the more im¬ 
portance one attaches to the significance of the Bible both for the self 
and for society, the more one is driven to a consideration of questions 
which in an earlier day might either have been ignored or left to the 
competence of the experts. As making sense has as much to do with 
formulating useful questions as it has to do with developing useful an¬ 
swers, the thoughtful but uninformed reader will want to know how to 
go about doing both. 

The Episcopal Church, while not known as a “Bible” church in the 
sense of those evangelical and free churches that advertise themselves 
as such, nevertheless exposes its worshipers to a great deal of scripture 
on Sunday mornings. There is a movement to do something about bib¬ 
lical literacy among what one social historian of the Episcopal Church 
has called “God’s frozen people.” Understanding the Sunday Scriptures, 
a release of Synthesis Publications, is designed to provide help to people 



who have finally reached the awareness that they need it. The Reverend 
Dr. H. King Oehmig, editor of the first volume in a series on the Epis¬ 
copal lectionary, says of it, “The Episcopal Church has more scripture 
on Sunday than any other denomihaTion iri'America. After listening to 
the desires ofThe people in the pews for a responsible yet inspiring study 
resource to prepare them to hear the Word on Sunday morning, we 
have produced this unique resource.” 6 

The United Methodist Church, America’s second-largest Protestant 
denomination after the Southern Baptists, is also attempting to respond 
to the felt needs of biblical literacy. It has produced not o nly a series of 
books and study aids but a series of films utilizing the most sophisticated 
of contemporary biblical scholarship. 7 When I asked some Methodist 
pastors how this worked, nearly all of them were pleased with the results 
in their churches. The study program is organized into small groups 
that pledge to meet during the week for nine months, and are meant 
as bonding fellowships as well as study groups, designed to combine the 
best elements of the old adult Sunday school class, the Methodist class 
meeting, the prayer meeting, and the supporT groups that have become 
the local units of our secular therapeutic culture. Apparently these 
groups help in developing a better knowledge of the Bible, and provide 
an informed lay leadership which enriches the work and the life of the 
local congregation at the same time. As one of the pastors said to me, 
“The church is in bad shape when the only person who knows anything 
about the Bible is the pastor.” 

These are clearly new Initiatives taken to meet what is generally rec¬ 
ognized to be the crisis of biblical illiteracy. We might well ask how 
this illiteracy came to be, given that the Bible has always had pride of 
place in Christian worship and particularly in American Protestantism, 
but any of us who have had experience of what passes for “Bible study” 
in recent years in most churches can answer that question. For many 
the Bible served as some sort of spiritual or textual trampoline: You got 
onto it in order to bounce off of it as far as possible, and your only 
purpose in returning to it was to get away from it again. It is the lay 
version of what Willard Sperry, one of my predecessors in The Memorial 
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Church, used to lampoon as “textual preaching.” The preacher who 
was keen bo-practice what he preached would follow this formula: “Take 
your text, depart from your text, never return to your text.” 

Bible studies tend to follow this route. The Bible is simply the entry 
into a discussion about more interesting things, usually about oneself. 
The text is a mere pretext to other matters, and usually the routine works 
like this: A verse or a passage is given out, and the group or class is 
asked, “What does this mean to you?” The answers come thick and fast, 
and we are off into the life stories or personal situations of the group, 
and the session very quickly takes the form of Alcoholics Anonymous, 
Twelve-Step meetings, or other exercises in healing and therapy. 1 do 
not wish to disparage the very good and necessary work that these groups 
perform, for I have seen too many good effects and have known too 
many beneficiaries of such encounter and support groups to diminish 
by one iota their benefit both to individuals and to the community. 1 
simply wish to say that this is not Bible study, and to call it such is to 
perpetuate a fiction. 

Bible study actually involves the study of the Bible. That involves a 
certain amount of work, a certain exchange of informed intelligence, a 
certain amount of discipline. Bible study is certainly not just the re¬ 
sponse of the uninformed reader to the uninterpreted text, but Bible 
study in most of the churches has become just that —the blind leading 
the blind or, as some caustic critics of liberal Protestantism would put 
it, the bland leading the bland. The notion that texts have meaning and 
integrity, intention, contexts, and subtexts, and that they are part of an 
enormous history of interpretation that has long involved some of the 
greatest thinkers in the history of the world, is a notion often lost on 
those for whom the text is just one more of the many means the church 
provides to massage the egos of its members. 

Opening the Bible is the easy part. What to do with it once it is 
opened is more difficult. At the start of Lent each year, when the time 
for taking up a Lenten discipline is upon us, invariably a number of 
people will tell me that they intend to read the Bible from cover to 
cover. They mean to start at Genesis 1:1 and stop when they get to 
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Revelation 22:21. The enterprise is not as easy as it sounds, and people 
begin to waver in their resolve when their expectations of narrative in¬ 
spiration are not sustained by genealogies, codes of Jewish law, and 
ancient Jewish history. The New Testament is somewhat easier to digest, 
in part because it is smaller and its subject more easily identified as 
Jesus and the early church. Nevertheless, it is not always clear what is 
going on in the Acts of the Apostles; the expectation that the letters of 
Paul provide a systematic correspondence is often disappointing; and 
while thev find it fascinating, not many know what to make of the book 
of Revelation. Those who get through usually feel as if they have run a 
marathon, where the object of the course is to finish and not necessarily 
to observe the landscape along the way. Those who do not cross the 
finish line often feel like moral failures who have broken their diet or 
fallen off the wagon and taken a forbidden drink. 

The risks of discouragement notwithstanding, I think there is some¬ 
thing to be said for taking on the Bible in this way. It is a bit like total 
immersion in a foreign language; eventually, if you stick with it, you 
will get some sense of what is going on, you will see and feel the shapes 
of the language, and you will acquire a sense of those places to which 
you wish to return, and those places you wish to avoid. This is not a 
bad thing. 


The Construction of Scripture 

The Bible, however, is more than an endurance contest, and one may 
know better how to make a useful reading of it if one has a sense of 
what the Bible actually is. At the risk of appearing to offend those who 
already know what they need to know in this regard, I begin by stressing 
the fact that the Bible is not a book but a collection of books, in fact, 
a library of books. Sixty-six separate books have been collected from the 
writings of ancient Hebrews and early Christians, and by a rational ed¬ 
itorial process have been brought together over a period of centuries to 
form the book we now know as the Bible. The first thing the reader 
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must remember upon encountering the Bible is that it is a result or 
consequence of a complex process that is both human and divine. The 
relationship between the human and the divine in this process is an 
intimate one. These are writings by human beings who are themselves 
believed to have been inspired by God. It is further believed that it is 
by the inspiration of God that human agency is given the wisdom and 
the will to organize these books, and it is believed that through these 
books the divine word of God is to be communicated. Thus it is not 
sufficient explanation of the Bible to say simply that it is either the Word 
of God or “merely” a human book, such as The Iliad or The Odyssey. 
The jews who gathered together these books from a whole range of their 
writings and called them “scripture” did so in the firm conviction that 
God spoke through these human writings, and that these human writ¬ 
ings brought the people of God nearer to God. Thus, when they call 
the first five books of the Hebrew scriptures —known as the Penta¬ 
teuch—the Books of Moses, they mean that here Moses speaks of his 
understanding of God, and through Moses God speaks to his people. 

Although Hebrew scripture takes different forms — poetry, history, law, 
and wisdom —the subject is always the same: the relationship between 
God’s people and their God. The human element in this relationship 
is significant and important to understand, for scripture is always un¬ 
derstood to be a human response to the initiative of God. The scripture 
of the Jewish people does not simply record historical facts, but by its 
interpretation of history, the Jewish scripture seeks to ask and to answer 
the fundamental questions of human existence. Who am I? Why am I 
here? What is the purpose of life? What does it mean to be good? What 
is evil, and how do I deal with it? How do I deal with death? These are 
both individual questions and, with regard to the Jewish people, also 
public and communal questions. It must never be forgotten that it is a 
community of people chosen, beloved, and willful, to whom the Law, 
for example, is given, to whom the land is promised, and to whom a 
future is offered. The sacred literature of the Jewish people reflects this 
conviction, and that literature is therefore regarded as sacred because 
God is seen to be revealed in it. The determination, however, of what 



is sacred and what is scripture is a human and rational enterprise, and 
it tells us as much about the people of God as it tells us about God. As 
W ilfred Cantwell Smith points out in his book, What Is Scripture?, 
“Scripture is a human, and an historical fact. We may say: it is a human, 
and therein an historical, fact intimately involved with the movement, 
the unceasingly changing specificity of historical process, its grandeur 
and its folly.” 8 

Thus the narrative history of Genesis, the legislative tedium of Levit¬ 
icus. the books of history —Samuel, Chronicles, and Kings —the lyrical 
book of Psalms, the salacious, to some, Song of Solomon, the saga of 
job. the wisdom of Proverbs, and the salutary story of Esther are all 
regarded as authoritative and inspired because each in its own way has 
been proven useful in the people’s attempt to understand themselves 
and their relationship to God. The Hebrew Bible is not merely a book 
of history or a book of devotion but a library of writings of proven worth, 
self-consciously composed, collected, and preserved as the repository of 
wisdom both human and divine. These writings reveal both the nature 
of the people who wrote and collected them, and the nature of their 
God. These writings are of course not God, and the writings themselves 
are not substitutes for God. That would be a violation of the first com¬ 
mandment, which forbids idolatry and false gods. 

The Hebrew Bible is organized somewhat differently from what 
Christians call the Old Testament. The first five books are called The 
Law. The Prophets are divided into The Former Prophets, which in¬ 
clude Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, The Latter Prophets, com¬ 
posed of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, and those prophets called The 
Twelve, comprising Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, 
Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. The 
third and final section of the Hebrew Bible is called simply The Writ¬ 
ings, and includes Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the Song of Songs, Ruth, 
Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 
Chronicles. This authoritative listing is referred to as a canon and 
evolved between A.D. 70 and 135 into its present form by a process of 
rabbinical councils. When Jesus refers to the Scripture, and New Tes- 
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tament Jewish Christians speak of the Law and the Prophets, it is this 
Bible of which they speak. 


The Christians’ Book 

When the early Christians, many of whom were Jewish, came to un¬ 
derstand the Hebrew Bible as the necessary anticipation of their own 
Gospel, they reorganized the Hebrew Bible into four large categories: 
History, Poetry, the Major Prophets, and the Minor Prophets. Thus the 
elements of the Hebrew Bible were reconfigured into an “old” testa¬ 
ment, which together with the authoritative Christian writings, the 
“new” testament, comprised the Christian Bible. The Christian scrip¬ 
tures were chosen from a wide range of early Christian writings, and 
the final product, the present canon, represents the consensus of usage 
and dignity confirmed by the earliest churches in A.D. 367. The New 
Testament is not arranged in chronological order. For example, all of 
the epistles of Saint Paul are older than any of the gospels. Recent 
scholarship places the Epistle of James as first by date, followed by I 
Thessalonians. To read the New Testament in chronological order is 
not necessarily superior to reading it in its canonical order, but it does 
allow us to follow the construction of the New Testament, and it re¬ 
minds us once again that the New Testament is also the product of a 
self-conscious, human, and rational set of decisions. The canonical 
structure of the New Testament consists of History, which contains the 
four gospels and the Book of Acts; the Epistles of Paul, both those by 
him and those attributed to him; the General Epistles; and in a category 
all by itself, the Apocalypse, or the Revelation of John. 

The Apocrypha is a category of books that tends to confuse most 
Protestants unfamiliar with the construction of the Bible and the politi¬ 
cal implications of its various translations and editions. The books in 
the Apocrypha are those books and fragments that do not appear in the 
Hebrew Bible but which were placed into the Latin Vulgate as part of 
the Old Testament. These books were to be found in the Septuagint, 



the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible, but did not end up in the 
Hebrew canon. The Roman Catholic tradition regards these books as 
part of the canon, and since 1546, by decree of the Council of Trent, 
anathematizes anyone who says otherwise. Luther placed the Apocrypha 
between the two Testaments, and the English translations, while ac¬ 
knowledging that the apocryphal books were extra-canonical, found 
them to be useful and instructive. The Puritans decided that the Apoc- 
rvpha was not inspired and thus removed it from their Bibles, and most 
modern editions of the King James Version, following the Puritan influ¬ 
ence. exclude the Apocrypha, as do most of the newer English versions. 
The New English Bible, however, and of course versions approved for 
use by Roman Catholics, include it. 

The place of the Bible in Christian theology is a subject of some 
complexity and goes back to the earliest debates of the forming Christian 
churches as to whether scripture or tradition took precedence in the 
determination of faith and practice. The dominance of the Bible in the 
Protestant traditions, particularly that part of Protestantism known as the 
Reformed Tradition, and in more modern times, the Evangelical branch 
of Protestantism, has generated what is generally known as a “high view” 
of scripture. This view has generated a number of slogans, which them¬ 
selves are decidedly nonbiblical but which nevertheless convey certain 
doctrinal convictions by which the Bible is understood. The most fa¬ 
mous of these is Luther’s sola scriptura, which means “by scripture 
alone.” Under this view, scripture itself is the sole sufficient rule of 
conduct and belief for the Christian. Another principle, which is derived 
from this one, is the “authority of scripture,” and it is to that authority 
that the church and its members must submit. The scripture in this 
context is viewed very much like the federal Constitution of the United 
States, except, of course, that it cannot be amended. 

Various other slogans designed to affirm the primacy of scripture ac¬ 
tually in some cases make it harder to take scripture seriously. For ex¬ 
ample, in order to defend the integrity of scripture, some will say that 
either all is true, or all is false. This is meant to discourage picking and 
choosing from scripture the things that we like as opposed to the things 



OPENING THE BIBLE 


18 ) 

that we dislike, but it strains credulity, and indeed the function of scrip¬ 
ture, to argue that the Ten Commandments must be received in exactly 
the same fashion as the Song of Solomon, or that the Levitical Holiness 
Code is for Christians of the same order as the Beatitudes from Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount. Critics of the Bible are quick to point to the 
implausible parts, the petty anthropology attributed to the Hebrew God, 
for example, or Jonah and the fish, or the dubious morality by modern 
standards of certain of the patriarchs and kings of Israel, and on this 
basis argue that the morality of the Bible and its claims to authority are 
either suspect or irrelevant. The “all true or all false” argument works 
both to defend scripture and to defame it, and as a principle of inter¬ 
pretation probably does more harm than good. 

In the next chapter we will discuss in more detail the question of 
interpretation. What we suggest now, however, are some broad princi¬ 
ples which the reader of the Bible ought to bear in mind in becoming 
more familiar with the shape and content of scripture. These have to 
do with the character of the Bible, which is public, dynamic, and in¬ 
clusive. 


A Public Book 

When I say that the Bible is public, I mean to say that it is a treasure 
that is held in common, it belongs to the community of believers and 
not to any one individual or to any one part of the community of be¬ 
lievers. The Bible may have its private uses, and it may be used privately 
and as a source of great strength in private devotion, but its fundamental 
identity is as a resource, a treasure for the people. In the sacramental 
sense which Christians recognize from the Communion Service, the 
Bible too is the “gift of God for the people of God.” It is a very public 
record of the relationship between these people and their God, meant 
to be heard, understood, and remembered. When we realize the oral 
origins of scripture, and the fact that in the days before general literacy 
the only way that people became acquainted with the Bible was to hear 
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it in the conipanv of others, read aloud by one who could do so, then 
we realize that like the ancient tales of Homer and the histories of 
Greece and Rome, these were public stories that communicated public 
truths in the most public of ways. Even today in the churches of Chris¬ 
tendom pride of place in the public liturgy is given to the public reading 
and hearing of the Bible. 9 

The internal architecture of sacred space says it all. There is nearly 
always a splendid lectern upon which the book is placed, not simply for 
efficiency but for display as well. On the altar the gospel book is given 
a place of great honor, and in certain liturgical traditions the reading of 
the gospel is made all the more public and grand by a ceremonial 
procession of the book so that it can be read in the body of the church, 
and all turn toward it as it passes in procession. The pulpit itself is meant 
to be the place in which the public nature of the Bible is given its most 
explicit expression. A sermon that does not attempt to address the Bible 
is in fact not a sermon. 

The public nature of the Bible is meant to have an impact upon 
public life. Again, it is not a secret of private vocation but a public 
proclamation of what can be discerned of God’s intentions for the cre¬ 
ation from the witness and testimony of scripture. People should not be 
surprised, therefore, that Christians always want to translate their un¬ 
derstanding of scripture and its demands into the public lives that Chris¬ 
tians lead. The Bible is meant to play a role in society, as are Christians. 
This public dimension of the Bible invariably produces conflict, even 
in allegedly homogeneous Christian societies, and certainly in secular 
and pluralistic societies. This, however, is a conflict responsible Chris¬ 
tians cannot avoid, and the working out of the proper relationship be¬ 
tween the public dimensions of one’s biblical faith and one’s citizenship 
in a community that does not necessarily share or appreciate that faith 
is part of the inevitable and uneasy burden that every responsible Chris¬ 
tian must shoulder. The early Christian martyrs would have lived to ripe 
old ages had they not found it necessary to proclaim their biblical con¬ 
victions in public. To try to create a “Christian society” where there is 
no risk to the public nature of the Bible and the faith that cherishes it 
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is a form of arrogant escapism. The Bible is a public book, and as such 
will always give offense. Christians who take the Bible and themselves 
seriously have to be prepared for that. 


A Living Text 

The second thing to be remembered about the Bible, as we proceed in 
our thinking about it, is that it is dynamic, living, alive, lively. “For the 
word of God is living and active, sharper than a two-edged sword, pierc¬ 
ing to the division of soul and spirit, or joint and marrow, and discerning 
the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” (Hebrews 4:12) This means 
that behind the letter of the text is the spirit that animates it, the force 
that gave it and gives it life. Thus there is something always elusive 
about the Bible. This fixed text has a life of its own, which the reader 
cannot by some simple process of reading capture as his or her own. 
The dynamic quality of scripture has to do with the fact that while the 
text itself does not change, we who read that text do change; it is not 
that we adapt ourselves to the world of the Bible and play at re-creating 
it as in a pageant or tableau “long ago and far away.” Rather, it is that 
the text actually adapts itself to our capacity to hear it. Thus we hear 
not as first-century Christians, nor even as eighteenth-century Christians, 
but as men and women alive here and now. We hear the same texts 
that our ancestors heard but we hear them not necessarily as they heard 
them, but as only we can. Thus the reading and the hearing of scripture 
are for Christians in each generation a Pentecostal experience. That 
experience is described in the Book of Acts as the great moment when 
the Holy Spirit descended upon the great and diverse crowd of believers 
in Jerusalem. The writer of Acts goes to great lengths to describe the 
diversity of that crowd, people from all over the known world who had 
little in common but Jerusalem as the object of the pilgrimage. They 
all were filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak in tongues. 

Now often the emphasis here is placed on the ecstatic utterance, the 
Spirit-filled glossolalia, the exotic sounds of people under an extraordi- 



mr\ spell. Anyone who has ever experienced an outbreaking of speaking 
in tongues knows the exotic nature of that experience. What must be 
emphasized, however, and what is in fact the point of the writer of Acts, 
is that the people understood what was going on, and even more to the 
point, they understood in their own languages: not a paraphrase, not a 
delayed interpretation, not even a translation; they understood in their 
own languages. “We hear them telling in our own tongues,” says the 
writer of Acts in Chapter 2, verse 11, “the mighty works of God.” 

The dynamic aspect of the Bible has to do with this quality of com¬ 
munication—not simply out of context or beyond context, but within 
our own singular and unique context—of the timeless and the timely 
message of the Bible. Christians believe that this dynamic quality is 
attributable directly to the power of the Holy Spirit, the agent of Pen¬ 
tecost. In other words, all our scholarship and research, our linguistic 
and philological skills, the tools of every form of criticism available to 
us, are merely means by which the living spirit of the text is taken from 
one context and appropriated totally into ours. The history of interpre¬ 
tation, perhaps the most useful field in which to study the dynamic 
dimension of scripture, bears witness to this in every age. In this sense, 
then, scripture is both transformed and transformative; that is to say, our 
understanding of what it says and means evolves, and so too do we as a 
result. This transformation does not always repudiate what was before, 
but it does always transcend it. The Buddhists say, “Seek not to follow 
in the footsteps of the men of old; rather, seek what they sought.” To 
understand the dynamic aspect of scripture, we must appreciate the fact 
that “what they sought” seeks us, and in fact, “what they sought” is 
apprehendable to us in terms and times that we can best understand. 
So in the Bible we handle lively things, which means that we must be 
subtle, supple, and modest, all at the same time. 



An Inclusive Word 


The third and final landmark for those on this pilgrimage, in which we 
try to make sense of the Bible, is the fact that in addition to being both 
public and dynamic, the Bible is also inclusive. That is to say, it has 
the power to draw all people unto itself. Historically, we see the ever- 
widening circle of the Bible’s appeal, and we can perhaps explain that 
by the cultural developments that moved out and beyond the provincial 
Mediterranean origins of the Bible into the Greco-Roman world, and 
then into the West, and then throughout the whole world. That, how¬ 
ever, is simply a map maker’s view of the matter. What is more signif¬ 
icant to observe, and indeed more profound, is the fact that people and 
cultures foreign to the people and cultures of the Bible find themselves 
drawn to the Bible and understand it not as somebody else’s book made 
available to them as an act of charity, conquest, or missionary endeavor, 
but as their own book, theirs legitimately and on their own terms. In 
the story of the Jewish patriarchs, non-Jews see themselves. In God’s 
particular activity in Jesus Christ, people beyond the little world of prim¬ 
itive Jewish Christianity see themselves and their story included in God’s 
activity. When in John’s gospel (John 10:16) Jesus says, “And I have other 
sheep, that are not of this fold; 1 must bring them also, and they will 
heed my voice. So there shall be one flock, one shepherd,” this is a 
great mandate for inclusivity which these “other sheep” recognize. As 
Jesus himself included among his own companions winebibbers, pros¬ 
titutes, men and women of low degree, people who by who they were, 
by what they did, or from where they were excluded, so too does the 
Bible claim these very people as its own. 

It is one of the unbecoming but unavoidable ironies of Christianity 
that Gentile Christians, who were excluded from the Jewish churches, 
and who in the times of the Roman persecution were themselves ex¬ 
cluded from all hope in this life, should themselves become the arch 
practitioners of exclusion. Even centuries of Christian exclusivism, how- 
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ever, extending into our very own day, cannot diminish the inclusive 
mandate of the Bible, and the particular words of Jesus when he says, 
“Come unto me, all ve that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give 
vou rest." WTiat Roman Catholic social theory teaches as the church’s 
“preferential option for the poor,” to the annoyance of Christians rich 
in the things of this world, is the same principle that extends the hos¬ 
pitality of the Bible, indeed preferential hospitality, to those who have 
in fact been previously and deliberately excluded. So the Bible’s inclu- 
sivity is claimed by the poor, the discriminated against, persons of color, 
homosexuals, women, and all persons beyond the conventional defini¬ 
tions of Western civilization. 

The Bible is not inclusive simply in the abstract and in principle. It 
is inclusive in particular. Your story is written here, your sins and fears 
addressed, vour hopes confirmed, your experiences validated, and your 
name known to God. The most reassuring conviction of the witness of 
scripture is that we are known by our own names. In Hebrew’s 2:12, 
Jesus says, “I will proclaim thy name to my brethren,” and the most 
telling moment of John’s account of the resurrection is when the risen 
Christ addresses the distraught and confused Mary Magdalene by her 
own name, and in hearing her name called, she discovers who the risen 
one is. 

One of the great paradoxes of race in America is the fact that the 
religion of the oppressor, Christianity, became the religion of the op¬ 
pressed and the means of their liberation. Black Muslims ask incredu¬ 
lously how any black person in America could possibly be a Christian, 
given the legacy of white Christianity. The answer, of course, is that if 
Christianity in America depended upon white Christians, there would 
be no right-minded black Christians. What is the case is that Christi¬ 
anity, and the Bible in particular, did not depend upon Christians for 
its gospel of inclusion, but upon God. Thus black American Christians 
do not regard their Christianity as the hand-me-down religion of their 
masters, or an unnatural culture imposed upon them and thus a sign 
of their continuing servitude. No! They understand themselves to be 
Christians in their own right because the Gospel, the good news out of 



which the Bible comes, includes them and is in fact meant for them. 
We will find that when we look at the life of the Bible, and the life of 
the world in which it is to be found, we discover that the heart of its 
public dimension, and indeed the source of its dynamism, is this prin¬ 
ciple of inclusion by which all of the exclusive divisions of this world 
are transcended and transformed. 

In thinking about the Bible —its public nature, its dynamic, living 
qualities, and its inclusivity—as we try to make sense of it with mind 
and heart, we would do well to remember these three principal char¬ 
acteristics. They serve as landmarks, points of departure and of return, 
and they will guide us even as we seek guidance in opening the Bible. 



CHAPTER 2 


A MATTER OF INTERPRETATION 


T O read is to interpret. When one is reading the Bible, interpre¬ 
tation is as risky as it is unavoidable, and it is not just trendy 
theologians or liberal Christian bishops who get into trouble over its 
interpretation. In a debate in the Israeli Parliament in December 
1995, Foreign Minister Shimon Peres said that he disapproved of 
some of the practices of King David, particularly of his conquest of 
other peoples, and his seduction of a married woman, Bathsheba, 
whose husband, Uriah the Hittite, David sent to his death. In I Kings 
15:5, it is written that David “did what was right in the sight of Yah- 
weh and did not turn aside from anything that he commanded him 
all the days of his life, except in the matter of Uriah the Hittite." Ac¬ 
cording to an account in The New York Times of December 15, 1995, 
outraged Orthodox rabbis screamed at the foreign minister to “shut 
up.” Another shouted, “You will not give out grades to King David!” 
A third man flew into such a rage of apoplexy that he had to be 
treated for hypertension in the parliamentary infirmary, and a motion 
was introduced condemning the government for having besmirched 
the “sweet psalmist of Israel.” 

Earlier in the year the same rabbis had been outraged, and again over 
remarks about King David’s sexual activity, but this time their fury was 
directed at a female member of Parliament, the daughter of the late 
Moshe Dayan, who read from II Samuel 1:26, in which David says of 
Jonathan, the son of Saul, “Very pleasant hast thou been unto me. Thy 
love to me was wonderful, passing the love of a woman.” The homo¬ 
sexual implication was clear, and even more clearly denounced by the 
Orthodox parliamentarians. Despite what the Bible says, the rabbis have 
declared that King David was holy, “and,” said one very prominent 
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rabbi, head of the Education Ministry’s Torah Culture Department, 
“whoever says that King David sinned does nothing but err.” 1 

To read is to interpret. This is neither an esoteric nor a subtle point, 
but when it comes to the reading and interpretation of the Bible it is a 
point that cannot be made too often or too clearly. A text may have a 
life of its own, but that life depends upon the author who gave it life, 
investing it with an intention, a purpose, and a meaning. The text 
therefore already participates in something other than itself; it partici¬ 
pates in, and at least initially gives expression to, the intent of the author. 
To tease out the relationship of the text and its author is a responsible 
task, but that of course is not the only task of reading, for there is also 
whatever the reader brings to and finds in the text, and eventually takes 
from the text. This relationship among author, text, and reader is known 
in the literary trade as the “interpretive triangle,” and since readers sel¬ 
dom read in isolation, and since texts, especially sacred or religious texts, 
are generally held in community, the interpretive triangle itself has a 
context, a set of circumstances that surround it and to which it responds. 
This context we call the “community of interpretation.” Were we to 
visualize what we have just described, we would have a triangle within 
a circle within a square, a strange-1 ooking device, which, like the sym¬ 
bols in mathematics, allows us to represent a process that itself is invis¬ 
ible and so fundamental as almost to be missed. 

For most people, and despite centuries of sophisticated biblical schol¬ 
arship, the precritical view of the Bible remains: a book in two parts, or 
testaments, old and new, which is meant to be, in the argot of the late 
twentieth century, “an owner’s manual” for living the Christian life. It 
is of the same character as any of the other basic reference books avail¬ 
able to us, and to be used in much the same way as wc would use 
dictionaries, encyclopedias, telephone books, and other helpful com¬ 
pendia designed to get us through life. What The Old Farmer’s Alman¬ 
ack was to nineteenth-century Yankee farmers, and The Sears Roebuck 
Catalog to their far-western cousins on the plains, the Bible was to the 
Christian. Often, in households where there were few books to be found, 
the Bible and one of these two would constitute the family’s library. 
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Mam will say, "What’s wrong with that?,” and we can make for our¬ 
selves many arguments in favor of the simple virtues and values that 
issued forth ffom such households. These were the books, perhaps along 
with Bunvan’s The Pilgrim's Progress , that made our country great. When 
the pastor of my boyhood church in Plymouth, Massachusetts, described 
himself as “preaching from the book that the Pilgrims brought” in the 
Mayflower , he didn’t mean a commentary or a concordance or a volume 
of criticism, he meant the Bible, and in the Geneva translation. 2 It is 
an interesting fact, and plentifully documented, that the Pilgrims 
brought many books with them in addition to the Bible, and many of 
these were in fact commentaries and books of biblical criticism and 
interpretation. As we shall see, the English Protestants loved their Bible, 
but they also loved books about their Bible, which tale we will defer to 
another place in this study. 


Do We Really Need to Know All This? 

Biblical criticism has a very bad name. The very term criticism implies 
a clinical disrespect and disregard for something of worth and value.’ 
Criticism means finding fault, taking apart, destroying. Whoever heard 
of a film critic who liked what he saw, or a book of criticism that edified 
anyone other than the critics? The critic sets himself up as an arbiter 
and expert, and from his lofty perch tells people either what they should 
think or that what they do think really isn’t so. Criticism undermines 
our confidence in the thing criticized and, even more, our confidence 
in our own judgments and tastes. 

Second only to lawyers we despise the critic, and our literature is 
filled with invective against them and their trade. Henry Fielding, the 
eighteenth-century novelist and author of the bawdy Tom Jones, must 
have got some bad reviews, for he said, “In reality, the world have played 
too great a compliment to critics, and have imagined them men of 
much greater profundity than they really are.” 
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Alfred, Lord Tennyson, called the critic a “louse in the locks of lit¬ 
erature”; Ernest Hemingway called them “eunuchs of literature.” 

The criticism of criticism and of critics is a rich field. Although critics 
could be left to do their worst in the pastures of high culture, when they 
applied their methods and opinions to that which by right belonged to 
the people, to the Bible, they invited a violent negative reaction which 
true popular piety made legitimate. 4 When after years of study and re¬ 
search the Revised Standard Version of the Bible was issued in 1953 — 
the product, as it was believed by many critical of it, of a century or 
more of the higher criticism —it was said by those who believed in an 
infallible text that fallible men, the revisers, were not competent to alter 
an infallible text: the King James Version. 

Even an infallible text requires interpretation, however. One of the 
most helpful new books in the field of biblical interpretation is Intro¬ 
duction to Biblical Interpretation, written in 1993 by William Klein, 
Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard, all three of whom are professors 
in Denver Seminary and from an evangelical tradition. They believe the 
“Bible to be God’s written revelation to his people,” and that “it records 
in human words what God desires.” Their work is endorsed by an im¬ 
pressive list of scholars who share many of their theological and inter¬ 
pretive presuppositions about the role of the Bible in the life of the 
church. One of these says, “Discovering what God really means is a 
matter of life and death. . . . Understanding what the Bible says to us at 
the end of the twentieth century will be easier because of their work.*’ 5 

The authors acknowledge the difficulty of the task before them. How 
can one interpret a Bible “full of alien genealogies, barbaric practices, 
strange prophecies, and eccentric epistles”? While we might like a Bible 
that is simpler to deal with, perhaps a list of principles, or a straightfor¬ 
ward narrative, or a collection of aphorisms, we are stuck —my word, 
not theirs —with the Bible as it is. 

“As it is,” however, presents some significant tensions, if not out and 
out problems, in reading and interpretation. Citing Moises Silva’s Has 
the Church Misread the Bible?, they face the problem: 
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The Bible is divine, yet it has come to us in human form. The 
commands of God are absolute, yet the historic context of the writ¬ 
ings appears to relativize certain elements. The divine message 
must be clear, yet many passages seem ambiguous. We are de¬ 
pendent only on the Spirit for instruction, yet scholarship is surely 
necessary. The Scriptures seem to presuppose a literal and his¬ 
torical reading, yet we are also confronted by the figurative and 
nonhistorical, e.g., parables. Proper interpretation requires the in¬ 
terpreter’s personal freedom, yet some degree of external, corporate 
authority appears imperative. The objectivity of the biblical mes¬ 
sage is essential, yet our presuppositions seem to inject a degree of 
subjectivity into the interpretive process. 6 

These issues reflect the history of the interpretation of the Bible. Her¬ 
meneutics is the technical term for the discipline of interpretation, and 
the history of interpretation is how people in various ages and from 
various traditions have come to terms with the complexities that these 
assumptions and concerns represent. If we are going to attempt to un¬ 
derstand the Bible “as it is,” we are going to have to make the effort to 
understand how it came to be “as it is.” 


Who Needs Interpretation? 

We do. It is impossible to avoid. The earliest Christians were forced to 
engage in an act of interpretation of colossal importance when they had 
to figure out how to reconcile their scriptures, the Hebrew Bible, with 
the most significant event that had happened to them, the resurrection 
of Jesus. For orthodox Jews, the resurrection of Jesus was an event out¬ 
side of scripture and impossible to reconcile with scripture as they read 
it. Those who followed Jesus and believed him to be resurrected from 
the dead were regarded as discontinuous with scripture, and indeed as 
blasphemers and heretics. The debate in Paul’s letter to the Romans is 
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not so much about whether the Jews can be saved under the cross, but 
about whether Jews who believed in Jesus were Jews at all, and heirs of 
the promises to Abraham. Thus, when in the writings of the early Chris¬ 
tians scripture is mentioned, that scripture is of course the Hebrew scrip¬ 
ture, the only Bible that Jesus, Paul, and the earliest disciples and 
apostles would have known. The first hermeneutical task, therefore, was 
to reconcile the transforming event of Jesus’ resurrection with the body 
of scripture and with those who interpreted it. 

There were two options available. One was to regard Jesus and his 
teaching, now seen through the experience of the resurrection, as dis¬ 
continuous with the Hebrew scripture. A new order of reality had been 
created which was out of harmony with, and therefore superior to, the 
old. To be a follower of Jesus was to repudiate Moses. The other option 
was to see in Jesus the fulfillment of all that had been promised and 
expected in Hebrew scripture and Jewish prophecy. Thus Jesus is not 
antithetical to Moses; he is the successor to Moses and to all of the 
prophets, and it is therefore through the apparent discontinuity of the 
experience of Jesus that we are able to make sense both of Jesus and of 
Hebrew scripture. The “formed” or “formal” scripture, as we can at this 
time call Hebrew scripture, is reconciled to the new experience of Jesus 
in the minds of those for whom that experience has become definitive, 
and their writings on this subject, what we may begin to call the “form¬ 
ing” scriptures, become the New Testament. To make this point more 
clear, it is fair to describe the New Testament as a Christian commentary 
on the Old Testament, a commentary that does not simply reconcile 
one to the other but appropriates the Old as its own. T hus, to the ques¬ 
tion about that body of scripture known as the Hebrew Bible —“Whose 
Bible is it, anyway?” —the Christian answer becomes an emphatic 
“Ours!” It is Augustine who puts it most succinctly: “What was con¬ 
cealed in the Old is revealed in the New.” T he New Testament itself 
is the product of an early and radical hermeneutic. 

This may sound too technical and too polemical at first blush, but 
most Christians have for so long adapted to this phenomenon of the 
appropriation of Hebrew scripture as our own that only when the litur- 
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gical fashion of just a few years began to refer to the Old Testament as 
Hebrew scripture, or the Hebrew Bible, did we begin to ask if it was 
theirs or ours, and how it could be both. When I asked my students this 
question —"Whose book is it, anyway?” —referring to the Old Testa¬ 
ment, 1 got blank stares; and then I asked the class to listen to excerpts 
from perhaps the most famous piece of choral music in the world, the 
Messiah of George Frideric Handel. Immediately they got a very clear 
picture of prophecy and fulfillment, which is what Handel’s librettist, 
Charles Jennens, intended. It is virtually impossible to dislodge the 
prophecies of Isaiah from the fulfillments of the Gospel, and for some, 
even the notion is heretical that one could consider such a possibility. 
Yet that fusion, that construction, if you will, is indeed a matter of 
interpretation. 

There are many devout and sincere Christians for whom the notion 
of interpretation in scripture is anathema. They argue that scripture has 
a clear and plain meaning. To interpret is either to intrude upon that 
meaning w ith a view of one’s own, or to otherwise confuse or confound. 
Interpretation is either to add or to subtract from what is already there; 
it amounts to a form of vandalism, and it is to be prevented at all costs. 
Those who hold to this view are fond of the aphorism “The Bible says 
what it means and means what it says.” For example, in Matthew 8:12, 
the outer darkness into which the wicked are cast is described as a place 
where “men will weep and gnash their teeth.” A toothless reprobate 
asked his hellfire-preaching pastor what would happen to those who had 
no teeth to gnash: “Teeth will be provided” was his answer. 

As far as scripture is concerned, interpretation almost always implies 
that human meanings are being imposed upon divine words. That point 
of view, however, I wish to argue, is itself unscriptural. Scripture is 
filled with an attempt to interpret, to make sense of the things of 
which it speaks. In fact, Jesus' first sermon, in his hometown, was a 
reading from the prophet Isaiah upon which he expounded in good 
rabbinic fashion. For an account of this, see Luke 4:16-30. This is 
what teachers did: They took a text and drew their listeners into the 
interpretive triangle. Sometimes the interpretation was pleasing to the 
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people, and sometimes, as in the case of Jesus’ debut, the people were 
not at all pleased with the interpretation. Jesus’ congregation sought to 
kill him, an extreme reaction. Today the congregation would simply 
fire the preacher. 

Jesus himself is not always the clearest teacher, if his audience of 
disciples is to be believed. His parables were meant to amplify points or 
to make clearer points of moral teaching, but his closest listeners, the 
apostles, never seemed to get it. The parables, however, and indeed, the 
miracles and the healings, are all teaching devices, exercises in inter¬ 
preting the larger principles of scripture that Jesus was intending to 
convey. The Sermon on the Mount, beginning in Matthew 5, is one 
extended interpretive discourse on what it means to live in the kingdom 
of God, to be a full human being under the divine plan for society. The 
Sermon on the Mount is the sermon Jesus might have given in his 
hometown, for it is a consummate commentary and interpretation on 
what the Jews would call “all the law and the prophets.” 

One of the most vivid instances of the function of interpretation with 
regard to the interpretation of scripture is recorded in Acts 8:26-40, 
where the Apostle Philip encounters an Ethiopian eunuch on the road 
from Jerusalem to Gaza. The eunuch, a minister of state of the queen 
of the Ethiopians, and her treasurer, is, we are meant to understand, a 
man of parts. He had come to Jerusalem to worship and was on his way 
home; and seated in his chariot, he was reading a scroll from the prophet 
Isaiah. The writer of Acts tells us that the spirit moved Philip to run up 
to the Ethiopian, and when he heard him reading aloud from the 
prophet, he asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” The 
Ethiopian replied, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” He invited 
Philip into his chariot, and then, “Philip opened his mouth and begin¬ 
ning with this scripture he told him the good news of Jesus.” The Ethi¬ 
opian was so impressed that he asked to be baptized, and Philip baptized 
him on the spot. 

“Do you understand what you are reading?” 

“How can I, unless someone guides me?” 
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Philip asks the right question of the reader of scripture, and the Ethi¬ 
opian gives the right answer as the reader who begins with the premise 
that help is needed. Full credit is due the Ethiopian, but credit must 
also be given to Philip, who used his proximity and his gift of interpre¬ 
tation to such good effect. He was, we learn from Acts, sent by the Spirit 
to accomplish this purpose. This is an example of what Paul means 
when in Romans he asks, “But how are men to call upon him in whom 
thev have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom 
they have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher? 
And how can men preach unless they be sent?” He answers his own 
questions: “So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes 
by the preaching of Christ.” (Romans 10:14-17) 

Interpretation is the fuel that drives understanding. The making of 
meaning is what scripture is all about, the effort by every possible device 
to make sense of the divine in search of the human, and the human in 
search of the divine, the joy of discovery, the sorrow of loss. If scripture 
is about anything in all of its splendid diversity, it is about this, and so 
it is not really about whether there is or is not interpretation in the 
reading of scripture. Of course there is interpretation. The question is, 
what kind of interpretation? What do we bring to the text to discern 
what the text intends for us to find? For some it may well be a matter 
of technique, those technical skills that one must bring to get the most 
possible from the reading. All of us are not skilled linguists, however, 
able to read the Old Testament in Hebrew, the New Testament in 
Greek, and to supplement those linguistic skills with an array of theo¬ 
logical, historical, philosophical, philological, and analytical skills such 
as will make us masters of the fields of translation and interpretation. 
Few clergy, and, alas, even fewer laity, now possess sufficient of these 
skills to be reliant upon themselves alone. 

If not technique, perhaps chance is the best way to take the measure 
of the scriptures. There are many who still practice the random reading 
of verses once popular in certain Bible-minded communities. The the¬ 
ory is this: In that all of scripture is equally inspired and is therefore 
equally instructive in all matters, any verse, and any sequence of verses, 
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is sufficient for guidance provided you are guided to them not bv chance 
but by the Spirit. Theologian Robert McAfee Brown tells us of the de¬ 
vout practitioner of this method, who, in search of guidance, opened 
the Bible and put his finger at random on a verse. It was ‘‘And Judas 
went out and hanged himself.” (Matthew 27:5) Trying again, this time 
he happened upon Luke 10:37, “Go and do likewise.” To read the Bible 
as one would a Chinese fortune cookie or some book of chance is to 
fail to understand what scripture is or what it demands or how one ought 
to seek its message. Scripture is not passive, and neither should those 
who read it be passive. As we read in Proverbs 4:7, “The beginning of 
wisdom is this: get wisdom, and whatever you get, get understanding.” 

If interpretation is not simply a matter of technique, and is too im¬ 
portant to be left merely to chance, perhaps, at least at the beginning, 
it is a matter of trust. In the teaching of preaching I try to communicate 
this aspect of trust and interpretation to my students. I do this by asking 
them to do four things: Trust the text. Trust themselves. Trust the peo¬ 
ple. Trust the Spirit. The idea here is that the text has something to say 
and that we may in fact be able to hear what that is in terms that we 
can understand and appropriate. Our listeners trust that we will help 
them in their process of discovery and discernment, and both preacher 
and listener are guided by the Spirit into a lively encounter with the 
text. 

The element of trust enters into the art of interpretation of scripture 
when we understand that the Bible comes to us as a trust both from 
God and from the people of God. It is the record of holy encounters 
between people and God, encounters that have been reckoned to be 
decisive and compelling, and that have been preserved from generation 
to generation because they remind each generation of the presence of 
God in their lives and the search for God when the divine absence is 
felt. When we consider the sweeping themes with which the Bible is 
concerned, the fundamental questions that its protagonists ask, the por¬ 
traits of God and of men and women that it paints, the dilemmas that 
it describes and the hope that it offers, we can trust the Bible to be a 
window into the complexity of the human and of the divine. These 
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words are trustworthy and true not because they correspond to verifiable 
fact and scientific data, but because they speak with a perceptive, truth¬ 
ful accuracy of the hearts and minds of men and women very much 
like ourselves. We trust the text not because it is “true” in the sense of 
fact, but because in its infinite variety it points to the truth and com¬ 
municates truth because it comes from the truth which we call God. 


The Danger of Interpretation 

One of the greatest ironies available to people who take the Bible seri¬ 
ously is that they may be tempted to take it, and themselves, so seriously 
that God and the truths of God to which the Bible points may be ob¬ 
scured, perverted, or lost entirely. The temptation to see in the Bible 
only the Bible, and to see no further than our own understanding of 
what we see, has frequently led to an idolatry of scripture as dangerous 
and perverse as any blandishment of Satan in the Garden or in the 
wilderness. This dangerous perversion of scripture is as old as scripture 
itself, and it is a result of temptation so subtle that we may not even 
recognize that we are being tempted. Such temptation flourishes at 
the point where the Bible is most relevant to us and where we feel the 
strongest in our understanding of it. We acknowledge the power of 
the Bible, which we understand as the word of God, and at the same 
time we want that power for ourselves, to order our lives by it and to 
make sense of the world in which we find ourselves. So we seek to 
possess what the church calls the “true and lively word,” and to invest 
God’s word with our meaning. The results have often been disastrous, 
and the problem is as old as the effort to interpret scripture. 

The temptations of interpretation take three forms, all related and 
equally dangerous. These temptations are a form of idolatry. They vio¬ 
late the first commandment, and they violate the believer just as Adam 
and Eve were violated, and just as Satan would have violated Jesus in 
the wilderness if he could have. When we read the Bible, and by doing 
so interpret it, we should be mindful of these three temptations: 
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1. The worship of the Bible, making of it an object of veneration and 
ascribing to it the glory due to God 

2. The worship of the text, in which the letter is given an inappro¬ 
priate superiority over the spirit 

3. The worship of the culture, in which the Bible is forced to conform 
to the norms of the prevailing culture 

We may call these three temptations bibliolatry, literalism, and cul- 
turism: Each plays its subtle part in interpreting the Bible. 


Bibliolatry 

Years ago, in the days of compulsory attendance at chapel in the col¬ 
leges across America, a preacher would have to go very far indeed to 
capture the attention of a jaded congregation worshiping under com¬ 
pulsion and the watchful eyes of monitors taking attendance. I recall 
one of my own experiences in the chapel of Bates College, when, to 
the consternation of the congregation, one morning the preacher of the 
day, a young and somewhat iconoclastic assistant professor of religion, 
took from beneath the folds of his gown a carved wooden African idol 
of some fertility deity, took it to the altar, and placed it square in front 
of the cross. He then told us that this was his god, and that there were 
lots more where this came from, and that as far as he knew they worked 
just as well, and perhaps even better, than the one in whose name the 
chapel had been built. Well, this was strong stuff even for the pew- 
hardened undergraduates of nearly forty years ago. The dean and the 
president, both pious Baptists, were lost for words but their faces spoke 
volumes. Our young professor had wanted to get our attention and he 
had got it; and for days afterward we talked of what we had seen and 
heard in the chapel. One had to work hard to remember that his text, 
forgotten in the excitement of his heresy, was Exodus 20:3, “Thou shalt 
have no other god before me.” 

A colleague who went to a small Christian college in the South told 
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me of a similar incident, this one, however, even more vivid. The 
preacher of her experience stood up and read his lesson from his Bible. 
He then closed the book and threw it out of the nearby open chancel 
window, and said, “Well, there goes your god.” He was of course making 
a point about idolatry, and he was illustrating it with an attack upon 
bibliolatry, or the worship of the Bible. 

In the absence of a visible God, the temptation is always near to make 
a god of whatever is visible and related in some proximate way to the 
real thing. At its best we call this symbolism, the appropriation of qual¬ 
ities and signs that we can and do see and assigning them a function in 
behalf of the ultimate thing that we cannot see. In the state we do this 
through, for example, the symbol of the flag, which represents for us 
the substance of the state. In Christianity we do this with the cross. 
Liturgicallv, we recognize this process in what we call “sacraments,” 
which are, in the language of the English catechism, “the outward and 
visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.” Statues of saints and mar¬ 
tyrs, holy relics, even the architecture of buildings devoted to holy pur¬ 
poses, such as cathedrals, are all part of our human need to “see” the 
invisible, to vest what we cannot see but what we truly believe in some¬ 
thing that represents that belief to the naked eye. Such signs and symbols 
are means to direct our senses and our spirits to the realm of invisible 
spiritual realities. 

This symbolism has always been a difficult concept for people of faith, 
for faith ought not to depend for its veracity upon what people can see. 
The inherent risk in symbolism is that the symbol becomes a substitute 
for what it is meant to represent. The means becomes an end in itself, 
and the worship and devotion which the end requires, when devoted 
merely to the means, become a form of idolatry and an exercise in fraud. 
The history of belief is, in the West, replete with instances of this con¬ 
flict. Early on in the Bible, the golden calf discussed in Exodus 32 is an 
instance of this dangerous substitution. Moses had gone up to Mount 
Sinai to receive the tablets of the law from God, and while he was away 
his brother, Aaron, was left to contend with a people restless for some 
tangible sign of God’s favor, and for a deity who could compete with 
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the Egyptian fertility gods whom they had known in their slavery. Aaron 
thereupon fashioned a golden calf from the gathered-up earrings of the 
Israelites, which they proceeded to worship. 

The creation of the calf can be read as a longing after God, and the 
calf as a surrogate for the distant Moses whose absence distressed the 
people. Neither Moses nor God, however, took a benign view of what 
the people had done, and the golden calf and the worship and sacrifice 
that went with it were denounced as rank idolatry. God called the people 
a “stiff-necked people,” and intended to destroy them for their ingrati¬ 
tude, but they were spared by the intercessions of Moses, who himself 
was furious at their behavior. Upon his return to the people he smashed 
the tablets of the law, and destroyed the calf. Idolatry was not to be 
tolerated. Throughout Hebrew scripture one of the corporate besetting 
sins is cultic idolatry, which we may take to represent in part a moral 
impatience and a desire to possess as one’s very own the word and works 
of God. 

What we see, and what we taste, and what we touch all have the 
illusion of reality, and thus does an image or a statue or a token or a 
book appear to be much more real than what the image, statue, token, 
or book represents. A picture is worth a thousand words both in adver¬ 
tising and in religion, even when in religion those words are the words 
of God, but the appearance of reality, which the image is meant to 
represent, is illusory. Plato’s famous dialogue on the shadows on the 
walls of the cave, and whether they were or were not reality, is an an¬ 
cient formulation of the problem. The question of image and reality is 
one to which Saint Paul turned in one of his most famous passages 
when in II Corinthians 4:17-18 he writes, “For this slight momentary 
affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all com¬ 
parison, because we look not to the things that are seen but to the things 
that are unseen; for the things that are seen are transient, but the things 
that are unseen are eternal.” 

In Christian culture the idolatry debate has usually associated itself 
with the notion of graven images. The early church was concerned with 
the question of whether or not the icons used in devotion, particularly 
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in the Eastern Church, were a violation of the prohibition against graven 
images as set out in Exodus 20. Those people against idols— the icon¬ 
oclasts—saw the reverence paid them as idolatry; those in favor argued 
for the pedagogical benefits for the faithful. The controversy was settled 
by the Council of Nicaea in 787, which permitted the placement of 
icons in churches as aids to devotion but made the useful distinction 
between authentic worship, which belonged only to God, and the rev¬ 
erence that could be accorded images, noting that the reverence paid 
to images was really reverence to that which the image represented. 

Protestantism, with its Calvinist and Puritan inheritance, has always 
been nervous about representational figures, and the accounts of Oliver 
Cromwell’s army and its desecration of statuary in English cathedrals 
and parish churches are all too familiar instances of Protestant icono- 
clasm. Calvin, we know, was much against the use of graven images, as 
he felt that such use encouraged the unlettered in superstition and the 
temptations of idolatry. He took consolation in the hope that Christians, 
as a result of the reforms of his day, would be able to read the scriptures 
for themselves, and therefore would not have to depend upon images 
and representation for the word of God. It never occurred to him that 
the Bible, now available to all who could read, could easily itself become 
an object of veneration, an idol as dangerous as any statue or mural. 

It was Martin Luther, however, whose reformation slogan, sola scrip- 
turn, “by scripture alone,” gave rise to the greatest temptation yet, which 
was to make of the Bible a domesticated substitute for the authority of 
God. Luther challenged the authority of the pope. The teaching tradi¬ 
tion of the Roman Church, with the authority it conferred upon its 
bishops and priests, and most especially upon the pope, made the Bible 
a book that could not be understood outside the teachings of the Roman 
Church. The Bible, in a tongue foreign to the people, and mediated by 
a church whose clergy had a monopoly upon the interpretation of scrip¬ 
ture, was thus an inaccessible book, its truths and riches unavailable to 
the average Christian. Through Luther’s challenge, the authority of the 
Bible was substituted for the authority of the pope and the Roman 
Church, and by this, for Martin Luther, both Bible and people were 
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liberated. Nothing was to be interposed between the people of God and 
the word of God in the Bible. 

Historically, the Roman Catholic Church has seen this quite differ¬ 
ently, and has been fearful of what it called “the shifting sands of private 
judgment.” A popular Roman Catholic commentary on scripture has 
this view of the Reformation and the doctrine of sola scriptura: 

Through Luther, although Calvin seems to have been the first to 
announce Monobiblicism clearly, the Bible became the arm of 
the Protestant revolt. A dumb and difficult book was substituted for 
the living voice of the Church, in order that each one should be 
able to make for himself a religion which suited his feelings. And 
the Bible, open before every literate man and woman to interpret 
for themselves, was the attractive bait used to win adherents. Not 
the solid rock of truth but the shifting sand of private judgment is 
the foundation upon which Protestantism was built. 7 

Such a harsh judgment is not a completely just representation of the 
situation, but there is within this characterization of Protestantism a 
painfully familiar glimmer of truth. When the Catholic critics speak of 
the Bible as a “dumb and difficult book,” they are, of course, not calling 
the Bible stupid, nor are they debasing it in any way. They speak of it 
as “dumb” in the sense of silent, that is to say, not in itself capable of 
explaining itself; and “difficult” because it is not, contrary to popular 
Protestant piety, clear and revelatory to anyone who chooses to read it. 
To give such a book the reverence due God, and to submit the Bible 
to the sovereignty of one’s own reading of it, is to come dangerously 
close to the kind of idolatry that caused God to despair and Moses to 
lose his temper in a fit of tablet smashing. The Bible is not God, nor 
is it a substitute for God, and to treat it as if it were God or a surrogate 
of God is to treat it in the very way that it itself condemns over and over 
again. This first danger, giving to the Bible what belongs to God, while 
an understandable temptation on the part of the faithful, is nevertheless 
profoundly dangerous. In the name of God, and in the pursuit of good, 



A Matter of Interpretation 


( V 

this danger will cause many to do much harm. We will see just how 
much harm in the other dangers and temptations associated with the 
interpretation of scripture: literalism and culturism. 


Literalism 

“The Bible says what it means and means what it says.” This is a popular 
defense of the authority of scripture, and it is as dangerous and wrong 
as it is simple and memorable. We should always be suspicious when a 
proposition that involves anything as complex as the scriptures is re¬ 
duced to a mere bumper sticker. We can certainly say that the Bible 
savs what it means, but that presupposes that we know what it says, and, 
as well, that we understand what it means when it says it. But we must 
remember, in English-speaking Christendom, that the Bible was written 
not in English nor by a single literary hand but in an ancient form of 
Hebrew, in which the Jewish scriptures speak, and in a corrupted form 
of Greek, in which much of the New Testament is found. Moreover, 
these languages themselves were translated first into Latin, and then 
back again, and only thereafter into now very archaic forms of English 
from which our contemporary translations are descended. So we must 
approach this question of what the Bible says and what it means with a 
certain amount of modesty unfamiliar and uncongenial to most Chris¬ 
tians who describe themselves as “Bible-believing.” 

At the time of the Protestant Reformation it was politically incorrect 
to suggest that the Bible was too complex and difficult for the average 
untutored believer to interpret at will. In order to break the interpretive 
monopoly of the Roman Catholic Church with its doctrines of the pa¬ 
pacy, councils, and the exalted role of tradition as the context for un¬ 
derstanding the Bible, the reformers had to argue that meaning was 
accessible and democratic, that anyone who could read could interpret. 
To place the Bible in the hands of the people was to place the people 
in charge of the Bible, or so they thought. True, the Holy Spirit was to 
mediate meaning to the individual reader, but authority was now re- 
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moved from the community of the church to the conscience and mind 
of the reader. Since experts were no longer needed, every reader became 
an expert. 

What then would prevent spiritual anarchy and as many readings of 
scriptural truth as there were readers to read them? A new authority had 
to be created in the place of the deposed papal authority and the dis¬ 
credited reign of experts. That authority, a phenomenon of a Protes¬ 
tantism carried to its logical conclusion, was not the authority of the 
individual reader but rather the authority of the literal text to which the 
reader submitted himself. Literalism offered to the reader the security 
that numbers offer to the numerate: a reliable and fixed content and 
meaning. One does not have to be a nuclear physicist to know that 
2+2=4. That fact is democratically available to all who know it, and it 
is always so. Thus, if we can find out what words say, and hence what 
they mean, we as readers will be able once and for all, aided by the 
Holy Spirit but on our own, to know what scripture says and means. 
The words are absolute and fixed. Literalism thus becomes a means of 
liberation from the tyranny of a churchly and intellectual elite. 

By the eighteenth century this power of the ordinary believer to read 
and understand the scriptures at their only significant level of meaning, 
the literal sense, would be called “common sense,” and would appeal 
to the humanistic ambitions of Protestant believers unavoidably influ¬ 
enced by the principles of the Enlightenment. The great irony of the 
Enlightenment, now so much disparaged by the cultural revisionists of 
our own age, is that while it did celebrate secular culture and appear 
to dethrone piety in favor of reason, it, at the same time, made it possible 
for the pious to be liberated from the tyranny of their intellectual and 
spiritual overlords. Indeed, common sense was the coin of the realm for 
the common man. The secular principles of the Enlightenment enfran¬ 
chised the pious and gave them the ultimate sense of self-confidence 
that made that “dumb and difficult book” available to the most ordinary 
of them. Literalism was the key to this newfound freedom; the sover¬ 
eignty of words now replaced the sovereignty of the church’s interpre¬ 
tation of scripture. 
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In late-t\ventieth-century America the vast majority of those Chris¬ 
tians who Mould define themselves as Bible-believing, largely drawn 
from the evangelical and fundamentalist movements of Protestantism, 
actuallv believe that they believe in a literal reading of the Bible. In 
fact, they are not literalist, at least not wholly or consistently literalists, 
but they espouse literalism because they believe that it liberates them 
and the text from obscurantism and secret knowledge not readily acces¬ 
sible to anv believer, by the use of common sense. Why the literalists 
are not really literalists I will address later on, but the appeal of literal¬ 
ism and its contention with other means of interpretation are as old as 
scripture itself. 

Literalism is not meant to be a source of license or of liberty. Para- 
doxicallv, it is meant to be a source of authority to safeguard both the 
text and the reader from error, and even modern literalists believe that 
they are protecting scripture from the ruination of false interpretation 
and the individual reader from error. For the literalist, what counts is 
not what the reader brings to the text but rather what the reader dis¬ 
covers that the author brought to the text. Americans will recognize this 
intellectual principle in the doctrine of original intent, as it applies to 
the federal Constitution. The issue, framed in American constitutional 
discourse, is not what you and I might think the Constitution means; 
nor is it what the Supreme Court, at any given point, thinks it means. 
The only valid line of inquiry, according to the doctrine of original 
intent, is what the authors, the framers, had in their minds when they 
wrote what they wrote. It is the business of the courts to interpret the 
Constitution on that basis, and the business of the legislature to legislate 
with that intent clearly in mind. It is no small point of cultural coin¬ 
cidence in contemporary America that those who find security in the 
authority of the text and its authors’ intent in scripture, will be equally 
anxious to submit themselves and others to the same authority in con¬ 
stitutional discourse. 

The fact that the Constitution of the United States was written in 
Lnglish a mere two hundred years ago by men of whom we know a 
great deal and whose political philosophy and worldviews are familiar 
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to us, does not mean, despite that proximity, that our constitutional 
process has been any easier to understand. We know, for example and 
fact, that the framers took no constitutional cognizance of women de¬ 
spite Abigail Adams’s plea to John to “remember the ladies.” We also 
know full well their view concerning the African-American slaves. Most 
of us would not want to reconform our country’s civilization to these 
original intents, even though we know what they are. 

In biblical interpretation, however, it is the combined fear of errors 
and experts that gives literalism its claim to legitimate authority on the 
part of those who would take the scriptures seriously. “We don’t need 
experts to tell us what God wants us to hear” is a familiar and impas¬ 
sioned cry in favor of the accessibility of the scriptures, yet there is an 
equally passionate desire to make sure that what we hear, or read, is in 
fact what God intends. If we cannot be certain of the fact, then not only 
is there an intellectual problem, but of even greater significance, there 
is a moral problem, for how can we do God’s will if we are not certain 
what it is? 

Among the most public and bitter moral debates of our time is the 
debate over abortion. The Bible is silent about abortion, but the reli¬ 
gious zeal of the protestors at abortion clinics is based upon what they 
believe to be the plain and clear meaning of Exodus 20:13, where in 
many English translations the familiar commandment says, “Thou shalt 
not kill.” The moral energy of the anti-abortion movement is fueled in 
large part by this clear and unambiguous commandment, which it 
claims is violated with impunity every time an abortion is performed. 
One has only to listen to the chilling justification of his action by Paul 
Hill, the minister convicted of first-degree murder at a Pensacola abor¬ 
tion clinic, to sense the depth of conviction based upon the moral force 
of this commandment. The English is clear and unmistakable, but what 
the English says is not precisely what the Hebrew says or means. The 
older translators got it better when they translated the Hebrew ratsach 
in Exodus 20:13 as “Thou shalt do no murder,” and the distinction 
between murder and killing is not a small one. Murder, in the Hebrew 
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language and culture, refers to the premeditated taking of a life outside 
the womb; killing had to do with the ritual slaughter of animals for 
sacrifice. The words are not interchangeable because the concepts to 
which they refer are quite distinct. Not only is the Bible therefore silent 
on the question of abortion, but the one text used to justify opposition 
to it is wrongly construed in English. There are strongly held moral 
opinions on abortion, and there are many valid and moral extra-biblical 
grounds for an opposition to abortion, but the literal, and commonsense, 
reading of Exodus 20:13 renders a weak and inadequate proof text 
against it. 

Literalism is dangerous for two reasons. First, it indulges the reader 
in the fanciful notion that by virtue of natural intelligence the text is 
apprehensible and therefore sensible. Despite genuflections to the no¬ 
tion of original or authorial intent, meaning is determined by what the 
reader takes out of the text, and this meaning the reader attributes to 
the author. Thus, what the reader thinks is there becomes not merely 
the reader’s opinion, but the will of God, with all the moral conse¬ 
quences and authority that that implies. When Paul Hill and other zeal¬ 
ots murder in the name of God, this terrible danger becomes incarnate. 

The second danger of literalism is that the power of private judgment 
may well obscure the meaning of a text by paying attention only to what 
it says. Literalism thinks that it is freeing the text from layers of early 
Christian antiquity and medieval exegesis. Allegories, typologies, and 
symbolic interpretations are to be avoided in favor of the pure and un¬ 
corrupted word. Literalism does not want the text held hostage to these 
devices, but literalism itself is hostage to the eighteenth-century illusion 
that truth and meaning are the same thing, and that they are fixed and 
discernible by the application of the faculties of reason and common 
sense. 

The debate between what words mean and what we think they mean 
is as old as language itself. The positions are clearly depicted in the 
colloquy between Humpty-Dumpty and Alice, in Through the Looking- 
Class: 
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“I don’t know what you mean by ‘glory,’ Alice said. 

Humpty-Dumpty smiled contemptuously. “Of course you don’t — 

’til I tell you.” 

“I meant ‘There’s a nice knock-down argument,’ ” Alice ob¬ 
jected. 

“When I use a word,” Humpty-Dumpty said in a rather scornful 
tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean —neither more nor 
less.” 

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words 
mean so many different things.” 

“The question is,” said Humpty-Dumpty, “which is to be mas¬ 
ter—that's all.” 8 

They argue on, although each confesses to much confusion. Humpty 
uses the word impenetrability, and Alice, no longer sure of English, asks 
him what it means, and really what does he mean when he uses it. 
Humpty gives such an impossible answer that Alice replies, “That’s a 
great deal to make one word mean,” and Humpty-Dumpty says, “When 
I make a word do a lot of work like that, I always pay it extra.” 

Language is not an end but a means, and the end is communication 
with meaning and significance. The language of the Bible is meant 
always to point us to a truth beyond the text, a meaning that transcends 
the particular and imperfectly understood context of the original writers, 
and our own prejudices and parochialisms that we bring to the text. 
Literalism is not part of the solution to this problem —literalism is the 
problem. 


Culturism 

How can one not live in one’s own time? How can one not be a part 
of the culture that frames one’s experience? It is almost impossible to 
transcend one’s own particular place in the world and in time, for we 
are who we are and where we are. Culture is the world in which we 
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find ourselves, and out of which we make meaning for ourselves. Chris¬ 
tians have an inherited culture problem, however, for we are called to 
transcend this culture in which we live for one to which we belong by 
virtue of our baptism and our faith, but which has not yet established 
itself among us. Jesus is understood as the one who was to introduce 
the new age, a new and radically different culture from the one in which 
he lived and died, and his resurrection was the unambiguous sign that 
the new age had begun. All who followed him were citizens of that new 
culture. Saint Paul tells us as much, when in Romans 12 he writes that 
we are not to be conformed to this world, but “be ye transformed by 
the renewal of your mind.’’ Earlier, we have cited Paul’s invocation of 
the superiority' of things that are unseen over things that are seen, for 
‘the things that are seen are temporary, but the things that are unseen 
are eternal.” Saint Augustine’s enormous classic, The City of God, is an 
account of how the Christian is to live in two worlds at the same time, 
the visible and the invisible, coping with the one while hoping for the 
other. That tension between what is and what is to be is an unavoidable 
one in a Christian faith that takes seriously Old Testament prophecy 
and New Testament experience. 

This is a problem, but it is not the problem of culturism, and it is to 
that problem and its relationship to scripture to which we now turn. 
Culturism —I confess to its coinage for purposes of this discussion —is 
the notion, more often unacknowledged than not, that we read scripture 
not only in the light of our own culture but as a means of defining and 
defending that very culture over and against which scripture by its very 
nature is meant to stand. In other words, scripture is invariably used to 
support the status quo, no matter what the status quo, and despite the 
revolutionary origins and implications of scripture itself. Under the ru¬ 
bric of culturism, scripture, rather than a critique of culture or a vision 
of another way and day, is chiefly understood as the justification for 
what has been and what is, a divinely inspired apologist for whatever 
presently obtains. An early twentieth-century African proverb puts it well: 
“When the missionaries came,” it says, “they had the Bible and we had 
the land. Now we have the Bible and they have the land.” 
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In reading and interpreting the Bible, the great temptation is to use 
it as the moral sanction for our own culture. In making an idol of the 
culture we seduce the Bible into its service, and reduce the will and 
word of God to a mere artifact of things as we know them. American 
Christians for most of the twentieth century were pleased to describe 
the Soviet Union as an oppressive system because it was ruled by godless 
atheists. These same Christians, however, were not so quick to point out 
that one of the most conspicuously Christian countries on earth, South 
Africa, justified its oppressive regime of apartheid, and the brutality nec¬ 
essary to sustain it, as the work of the Bible-believing Christians who 
were simply fulfilling God’s will. 

This understanding of scripture as a force for the preservation of the 
existing culture is not foreign to the United States; indeed, we might 
say that such a hermeneutical principle is as American as apple pie. It 
does not take any effort to find at nearly every instance of our national 
history scriptural justification for whatever it was we wished to do. When 
the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth in the winter of 1620 and found both 
cleared cornfields and the local Native Americans enfeebled by sickness 
and plague, they saw all of this as an act of divine providence, likening 
themselves to the children of Israel entering into the Promised Land, 
which inconveniently had been previously occupied. The Indian wars 
of the next two centuries were sanctioned on not much more exegesis 
of scripture than this. The doctrine of Manifest Destiny, the notion that 
it was the will of God that America should civilize the continent from 
sea to shining sea, is a reading both of scripture and of history in over¬ 
whelming favor of the nationalist appetite for territory. 

The most vivid instance of the appeal to scripture in support of the 
culture, however, is in America’s racial policies and its struggle, not yet 
by any means ended, between rights and right. Both slavery, and then 
segregation, were supported on the moral grounds of the Bible. Slavery, 
and then segregation, were not inadvertent in America; they were part 
of the divine plan. Many have wondered how southern Christians, far 
more fervent in the faith and visible in their Christian civility than 
others, could reconcile the apparent contradiction between their ardent 
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profession of faith and their vigorous support of slavery and segregation. 
One must understand that southern Christians, by and large, saw no 
such contradiction at all, for it was all in the Bible. The southern way 
of life, and the “peculiar institution” of slavery, were divinely approved. 
More, perhaps, than any other charge laid against them, southern whites 
resented the charge that they were un-Christian and hypocritical be¬ 
cause of their treatment of African Americans. 

They knew their Bible, and they knew that the basis of the subjuga¬ 
tion of the African was to be found in Genesis 9:18-27. This is the 
account of the debauchery of Noah, and the indiscreet discovery of his 
naked drunkenness by his son Ham. Ham told his brothers of their 
father’s condition, but they, averting their eyes from the humiliating 
sight, did not see what Ham had seen, and were therefore spared the 
curse that Noah laid upon Ham and his descendants. The curse on 
Canaan, Ham’s son, found in Genesis 9:25, was this: “Cursed be Ca¬ 
naan: a slave of slaves shall he be to his brothers.” The Talmudic schol¬ 
ars from ancient times have wondered what it was that Ham had done 
to provoke so vicious a curse upon his posterity, and there are many 
speculations: that Ham had engaged in immoral sexual conduct on the 
Ark; that he had sodomized his drunken father; even that he had cas¬ 
trated Noah so that there could be no more heirs from his father’s loins. 
In various literatures Ham’s son Canaan is the father of the Philistines, 
the progenitor of cultic bestial and fertility rites, and the ancestor of all 
Africa. For the sin of his father, Canaan and his descendants are cursed 
to serve other races, are themselves to be regarded as suspect, and in 
sexual matters are to be restrained, as they are by nature potent and 
lascivious. 

In the American South, as in South Africa, the two greatest fears of 
the white Christian population had to do with rebellion and the uprising 
of the sons of Canaan fueled by a long-standing thirst for revenge, and 
a sexual revolution in which the fabled potency of the black male would 
be used to seduce and overcome sexually unsatisfied white womanhood. 
These two fears, cultural phobias, we might well call them, were suffi¬ 
cient to keep the white Christian civilizations who shared them in a 
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state of perpetual and militant vigilance against the black populations 
in their midst. It is only when we understand these phobias and their 
biblical basis that we can begin to understand the brutality to which the 
whites subjected the blacks, and to which they subjected themselves. 
The sanctions of scripture made it all bearable, and thus they need not 
wonder about their own morality or humanity, or about the values of 
the culture that they regarded as steadfastly Christian. In the American 
South in particular, it was Bible-reading, churchgoing Christians, chiefly 
Protestants and largely Baptist, who could and would lynch, castrate, 
and horribly mutilate errant black men on Saturday night, and pray and 
praise all day in church on Sunday, without a hint of schizophrenia or 
even of guilt. How could they sustain such a culture for so long? The 
Bible told them so. 

The African-American theologian Howard Thurman wrote about his 
grandmother, who in her girlhood had been a slave, in his autobiogra¬ 
phy. She had been taught to read and write, and she had been taught 
the Bible, and she knew most of it by heart. It was she who had taught 
her grandson the scriptures. When he got to theological school he noted 
that his grandmother had never mentioned anything about Saint Paul. 
He asked her why. She replied that when she was a girl the black slave 
preacher always preached about Moses and Jesus, but that when the 
white preacher came once a month to preach, he always preached from 
Ephesians 6:5, where Saint Paul says, “Slaves, be obedient to those who 
are your earthly masters, with fear and trembling, in singleness of heart, 
as to Christ.” When she learned to read the scriptures for herself she 
took her scissors and cut out all of Paul’s writings from the New Tes¬ 
tament, on the grounds that they were inconsistent with what Jesus 
taught, and that they therefore had no place in the Bible. 

Farther on in this book we will examine in some detail case studies 
of America’s use and abuse of scripture, and the relationship between 
the Bible, which remains the same yesterday, today, and forever, and a 
culture that is forever changing and evolving. There we will see the 
dangerous consequences, both to culture and to the integrity of the 
Bible, of culturism as a means, however inadvertent, of sustaining and 
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validating in the name of God the prejudices of a parochial human 
community. Of the three dangers and temptations to which I have re¬ 
ferred in this chapter, this one is by far the greatest. Why it is so can 
be explained through an old aphorism that I learned from a friend who 
had first heard it many years ago, and could not remember its source. 

A surplus of virtue/’ it says, “is more dangerous than a surplus of 
vice." 

“Why?” we ask naturally. 

“Because a surplus of virtue is not subject to the constraints of 
conscience.” 

That is the powerful danger of culturism. In the American South of 
slavery and segregation, at least until the time of Martin Luther King, 
Jr., most people could not be appealed to on the basis of the constraints 
of conscience because they understood themselves to be good and faith¬ 
ful people who were simply doing God’s will. They read the Bible, they 
heard their preachers, they said their prayers, and they knew in their 
hearts that they were right and justified by the Bible in the cause that 
they sought to uphold by any and every means necessary. Yet the very 
gospel they used to maintain the status quo would eventually destroy 
that status quo, and that is the story that remains to be told. 


Modesty } Fear , and Trembling 

When we read the Bible we are looking at the result of a set of as¬ 
sumptions and ambitions which themselves are not necessarily made 
explicit or systematic, but which contribute to the construction of the 
Bible “as it is.” In fact, what makes the Bible “run,” or “tick,” if you 
will, are these assumptions and expectations with which it is constructed. 
We do not know all that we need to know. We do not know all that 
“they” knew. We do know, however, that what we have is what they 
have left to us, and that translating that treasure from their time into 



ours and back again is an enterprise that calls for patience, endurance, 
diligence, skill, and perhaps above all, humility. Arrogance in reading 
these texts is perhaps an even greater sin than unbelief, and for that 
arrogance that crowds out the spirit of God, Christians will be held to 
a strict account at the final judgment. Since discerning what God, in 
the Bible, means for us to hear and to do is a matter of life and death, 
we must approach the interpretation of scripture as we do our own 
salvation, working it out in fear and trembling. 



CHAPTER 3 


THE BIBLE IN AMERICA 
❖ 

J ESSE Jackson and Patrick Buchanan would appear to have very little 
in common except for a delight in addressing audiences. Their vi¬ 
sions for America could not be farther apart, and yet both appeal to the 
vision of the Bible to sustain their own vision, and both regard the Bible 
as the moral platform upon which the well-being of the republic ought 
to be reconstructed. Buchanan argues that we once had that biblical 
basis for a civil society and have since lost it; and his goal is to revive a 
lost ideal. Jackson agrees that biblical ideals make for the best of civil 
society, arguing that we have not yet achieved those ideals, however, 
and that change, not revival, ought to be the order of the day. 

Conflicting visions for America arising from differing interpretations 
of the Bible are nothing new; that conflict is inherent in the very nature 
of America and its historic intimacy with the Bible as America’s own 
book. Indeed, the first book printed in New England on the seventeenth- 
century press of Harvard College was the Bible. Our presidents are 
sworn into office on the Bible, and oaths in court are taken on them. 
In the culture wars we argue about the place of the Bible in our civic 
society, and politicians quote from the Bible in justification of their 
policy positions on moral questions. The ubiquity of the Bible in Amer¬ 
ican public life has long been an object of comment on the part of 
observers of the American scene. 


The City Set on a Hill 

The process began early. The English Puritans who settled the eastern 
seaboard did not suffer from modesty but saw themselves as the New 
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Israel, heirs of God’s promises to the Jews of the Old Testament, and 
their leaders as reincarnations of the biblical patriarchs and prophets. 
They saw the New World as their own New Canaan into which they 
would enter from slavery in England, or “Egypt,” by means of the “Red 
Sea,” otherwise known as the Atlantic Ocean. Armed with these self¬ 
enabling metaphors, these English Puritans entered upon their destinies. 
The native inhabitants of the land also fit well into the biblical meta¬ 
phor. They were the equivalent of the Philistines and the Canaanites, 
whose destruction at the hands of the Israelites is the substance of the 
early books of the biblical narrative. 

When in 1630 the Puritan armada reached the outer waters of Boston 
Harbor, John Winthrop, leader of the colony and a lay preacher, deliv¬ 
ered a sermon aboard the lead ship Arbella, which he titled “A New 
Modell for Christian Charity.” The ambition of the sermon was to es¬ 
tablish the Christian basis for the new civilization to be established in 
what was then thought to be the “howling wilderness.” The basis of this 
society was to be Christian charity, where, on the basis of those prin¬ 
ciples enunciated in the Bible, particularly in the Sermon on the 
Mount, the strong would bear with the weak, the rich would relieve the 
necessities of the poor, and all would strive to construct an exemplary 
society that would be like a city set upon a hill. This was not meant to 
be only for the comfort and consolation of the inhabitants but a beacon 
to the whole world, to prove to the old and tottering kingdoms of Europe 
that it was possible to construct a Christian society that would work. 
New England was not to be a retreat from the world, it was to be an 
example to the world; and of the three hills upon which the city of 
Boston was built, the principal one was named Beacon Hill, for not only 
would the light on its summit guide ships into the harbor, but that light 
would illumine the Christian world. “The eyes of the world will be upon 
us,” Winthrop said. If the colony succeeded, the credit and glory would 
go, of course, to God. If, however, the colony and its Christian mandate 
failed, “Then,” said Winthrop, “we shall be a by-word among the 
nations,” a laughing-stock, another failed utopia. 

The vivid and explicitly religious sensibility in this founding metaphor 
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has incorporated itself into the American sense of itself, and in various 
forms and transformations it has been at the heart of much of our psy¬ 
chic identity ever since. Our wars, including the Indian Wars, the Rev- 
olutionarv War, most certainly the Civil War, and the two World Wars 
of the twentieth century, are all in some sense Holy Wars, fought with 
God on our side, and in behalf of a divine mission. Our physical ex¬ 
pansion across the continent in the nineteenth century, from sea to 
shining sea, was described as our Manifest Destiny, a mandate from 
heaven. America believes in God at a higher proportion of the popu¬ 
lation than does any other country in the West, and what is even more 
striking is that Americans believe that God believes in them! The literary 
critic Harold Bloom has written, “The United States is a religion-mad 
country. It has been inflamed in this regard for about two centuries 
now,” and he calls America’s intoxication with religion “the poetry, not 
the opiate, of the masses.” 1 


An American Book? 

Is the Bible, then, an American book? Does it “belong” to us in the 
same way that The Scarlet Letter, Huckleberry Finn, Gone With the 
Wind, and The Great Gatsby belong to us? If the Bible does belong to 
the American experience and defines and is defined by that experience, 
is there then an American way of reading the Bible? These are inter¬ 
related questions. One can argue that the Bible is an American book 
because it defines the American experience, and one can also argue that 
the American experience is biblical because only an understanding of 
the place of the Bible in the American culture will help in trying to 
understand that culture. 

To fail to understand or to appreciate the religious dimension of the 
American culture is to be unable to read that culture or its nuances in 
any effective way. Religion in America is not a hobby or merely a private 
pursuit —it never has been —and the religious dimensions of our culture 
are not likely to diminish in the foreseeable future. To imagine that as 
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our American culture matures and grows old and sophisticated, diverse 
and pluralistic, we will grow “out of” or “away from” religion, as, for 
example, France did after the Enlightenment and its revolution, or as 
we imagined that Russia did after its revolution and embrace of com¬ 
munism, is to be as wrong as wrong can be. 

Seventy years ago, after the public relations disaster of the Scopes trial 
for conservative Christian religion in America, the considered opinion 
of the pundits was that fundamentalism was dead or was living in exile 
in the hill country of the Bible Belt. Fewer than forty years ago, at the 
high noon of the countercultural revolution of the 1960s, these same 
pundits opined that the secular age was upon us and was here to stay. 
The “God Is Dead” theologians spoke of an age after God, Time mag¬ 
azine had as its 1967 Good Friday cover story “The Death of God,” and 
the Beatles announced that they were more popular than Jesus Christ. 

Now, in the twilight of this century and millennium, these predictions 
seem rather out-of-date. We find ourselves in a social, political, and 
cultural environment where religion is not only an issue, but it is the 
issue; and our struggles, which used to be defined in America as battles 
for the “minds and hearts” of the people are today culture wars fought 
for the “soul” of America, and for the souls of Americans. This is not 
simply a shift in vocabulary, an appropriation of a new metaphor; it is 
a struggle for the reformation of our national character, a reformation 
as complex, ambitious, and destabilizing as any of those reformations 
that traumatized sixteenth-century Germany and seventeenth-century 
England. Marx thought that religion was the opiate of the masses: 
Harold Bloom sees religion as the poetry rather than the opiate of the 
American people. For so many Americans who feel dispossessed, disem- 
powered, and victimized by the forces of change that intimidate them 
and seem beyond their control, religion is neither opiate nor poetry, it 
is fuel, a form of cultural adrenaline that gives would-be victims the 
courage to fight back, to reclaim what they believe to be a lost religious 
inheritance, and to insist upon much more than mere toleration. They 
want affirmation, recognition, and indeed restoration of what they be¬ 
lieve was once their place in the cultural sun. 
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Change and Continuity 

It is into this wellspring of frustrated, spiritually denied Christians that 
Pat Buchanan tapped in both his 1992 Republican Culture Wars address, 
and in his 1996 presidential campaign. The secular establishment, with 
its values-neutral morality, its distrust of religion as fundamentally divi¬ 
sive, and in consequence, its segregation of religion into the private 
sphere, has managed to do what a generation of revivalist preachers and 
evangelists could not do. It has fired up Christian America and sent it 
marching into the voting booths of the nation. First the Moral Majority, 
and now the Christian Coalition, command the allegiance of millions 
of frustrated American Christians who feel that not only their religion, 
but the country which their religion built and sustained, have been 
taken away from them. With nowhere to go they have determined to 
fight to retrieve what is for them the lost ideal of a Christian state, an 
ideal that is decidedly “conservative.” What we might call nostalgia with 
an attitude. 

For many of the Christians who enlist in the current culture war, the 
struggle began with what they believe to be the secularists’ sustained 
attack upon prayer and Bible reading in the public schools. The sepa¬ 
ration of Church and State, they rightly point out, historically was de¬ 
signed to protect the vitality and integrity of the churches from either 
the favoritism or the hostility of the state. A nation whose chief legisla¬ 
ture and highest court are opened with prayer, where the president is 
sworn into office on a Bible, and whose currency bears the motto In 
God We Trust can hardly be described as a secular state. Thus, to 
remove the symbols of public piety, and, we might add, the historic 
Protestant hegemony, from the civic culture of the schools was to betray 
an inheritance and offer an affront not only to God but to millions of 
believers in God and in God’s special relationship with the United 
States. 

T he symbolic potency of the Bible as an “American book,” that is to 
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say, a book upon which Americans had a special claim and which had 
a special claim for America, cannot be overestimated. The present re¬ 
ligious activism in America on the part of those who feel themselves 
estranged from their own culture is essentially the response, at a distance 
of three decades, to that cultural wound inflicted by the removal of 
prayer and Bible reading from the public schools. Just as historians now 
think of World Wars I and II as but two episodes of one great twentieth- 
century conflict with a brief interlude of an illusory peace, so may we 
regard the current culture war as a continuation of that post-1945 Amer¬ 
ican domestic struggle to redefine the culture. 

For those who hold to the intimate relationship between the Bible 
and the culture, the Bible often becomes an icon of that culture. The 
culture sees itself mirrored in the Bible, the Bible is understood to be 
the norm by which the culture is defined, and this often results in the 
Bible’s use as a textbook for the status quo. Nearly every motion for 
social change in America has been resisted on biblical grounds —to 
change is to go against the Bible. What is, is what is mandated by the 
Bible. What is not, is not because the Bible either forbids it or does not 
endorse or require it. Thus, change is not simply tinkering with the 
culture, it is tinkering with the Bible, and therefore tinkering with God. 
This sort of view was expressed by the middle-aged Englishwoman of a 
generation ago, who said, “If God had intended man to fly, He would 
not have given us the railroads.” Every reform movement in America, 
every movement for social or political or cultural change, has had to 
encounter an argument of this sort, and the ultimate resistance of ap¬ 
peals to fidelity to scripture. The example was set by John Winthrop in 
1630, and we have not departed from it. 

This appeal to scripture has ironically also been made in behalf of 
wide-ranging and comprehensive change in American life. The Bible 
that to many seems an icon of the cultural status quo is seen by many 
others as an agent for social change, much of it radical. The arguments 
from scripture for and against slavery, for example, come to mind, and 
we shall examine these and other hard texts and changing times in the 
second portion of this book. Here, however, we should look at a pow- 
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erh.il mov ement of our own time, itself a part of the renovation of the 
American cultural household after World War II: the movement for civil 
rights. 

Mam will argue that the history of civil rights in twentieth-century 
America is a history of the law and public policy. Others will argue 
that the achievement of civil rights for African Americans was one of 
the great social inevitabilities of our nation, an idea whose time had 
to come. Still others will see it as merely the last battle of the Civil 
W ar. It may be any or all of these, but I think that it is important for 
us to understand the civil rights movement as a religious movement 
based upon a particular reading not only of the national documents of 
the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, but of the Bi¬ 
ble. The civil rights movement was a moral crusade, and the content 
of that morality was determined by a sense of biblical justice and eq¬ 
uity before God. 

It is the fashion to remember Martin Luther King, Jr., as the master 
orator and strategist of the movement, and its ultimate martyr; he was, 
for many, the conscience of twentieth-century America. It is also a part 
of the fashion, however, to forget that he was first and foremost a Chris¬ 
tian minister whose thought and cadence were framed by an understand¬ 
ing of the Bible as a way of understanding God’s design for human 
beings. He was a Christian preacher before he was anything else. Re¬ 
visionist historians who minimize this dimension of Dr. King and the 
movement he led diminish that movement and are incapable of seeing 
it whole, or of understanding its motivation or its impact. 

The trouble with Martin Luther King, Jr., is that he believed more 
in America and in America’s God than America did. He actually be¬ 
lieved that the nation wished to be a nation under God, that it wished 
to live up to the moral ambition of its founding documents, that it 
wished to find a way to do right and to be right. Historians of the 
movement and biographers of King all emphasize his reliance upon the 
strategy' of Gandhi and the principles of passive resistance, and that that 
strategy' was only part of a much larger one, which was to shame America 
into being what it pretended to be. He did not invite America to revo- 
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lution or to fundamental change, much to the annoyance of his more 
radical critics both white and black; his case was to urge America, and 
to shame it if he had to, into upholding its own first principles, to 
affirming its own myths and metaphors, to becoming the very “city set 
upon a hill" that the very white John Winthrop had so long before 
invoked as a vision of the New World. 

For King, the Bible hardly read as a textbook of the status quo, for it 
was full of change from Genesis to Revelation. Adam and Eve are not 
permitted to abide in eternal felicity in the Garden of Eden. They must 
move on. Moses leads his people, often against their will, out of the 
stability of slavery in Egypt and into the vividly vague uncertainties of 
the promised land. The prophets of Israel are always warning the powers- 
that-be against complacency and against taking too much for granted. 
King would have known with delight and urgency the words of the 
prophet Amos, “Woe to those who are at ease in Zion, and to those who 
feel secure on the mountain of Samaria, the notable men of the first of 
the nations, to whom the house of Israel come!” (Amos 6:1) 

In the Bible, kings are upended, kingdoms totter and fall, those who 
have power lose it, those who have none gain it. The New Testament 
is no easier: Jesus’ very existence is a threat to any and every status quo, 
and his resurrection even overturns the rule of nature. The Christians 
of Paul’s era reject the blandishments and power of this world; the Book 
of Hebrews celebrates a kingdom unlike those of this world, one that 
cannot be shaken; Paul seeks a peace that this world can neither give 
nor take away, that passeth understanding; and the Revelation of John 
is as radical a vision of the future in triumph over the present as the 
mind of man has yet devised. No, for Martin Luther King, Jr., the proof 
text for the movement, for himself, and for America was not one of the 
prophetic paeans to social justice from the Old Testament, but rather I 
Corinthians 15:52: “The trumpet shall sound . . . and we shall all be 
changed.” 
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Our Current Discontents 

Today, both social conservatives and social activists are unhappy with 
the status quo. Each feels that the culture has reneged on a moral com¬ 
mitment in which each has invested heavily. To listen to the Christians 
who support Pat Robertson’s 700 Club is to hear a litany of betrayal and 
disenfranchisement and profound dissatisfaction with the direction of 
the country. “Moral drift” is what they call it. They recognize it in 
changing social mores that are tolerant on such matters as abortion and 
homosexuality, and in a climate that seems to be driven by anti-family 
values, social violence, and the corrosive effects of an ever-present por¬ 
nography. 

If the social conservatives are unhappy one would suspect in this win- 
lose culture that the social activists should be happy, but they too pine 
for the days of yore and the days that are yet to be. There is nothing 
more depressing than to hear recited the litany of lost ground and lost 
opportunity' which so often is at the center of today’s Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Day celebrations. As veterans of the movement age and their 
glory days grow more distant, they compare the moral energy of that 
generation with the apparent moral indifference of today. The backlash 
against affirmative action, the cut in social-service budgets, the hard¬ 
ening of attitudes toward minorities and the poor, particularly toward 
the urban poor, the seemingly intractable problems of black crime, the 
decline of the black family, and the economic instability of the black 
middle class —all of these cause social activists, in flights of rhetorical 
fancy not too far removed from fact, to declare that “we are worse off 
now than we were before the Civil Rights Act of 1964.” The wholesale 
burning of black churches across the American South in the summer 
of 1996 is a hideous flashback to those long hot summers not so long 
ago, when in the South, instead of burning churches, they lynched the 
black people who went to them. 

Two things hold these apparently polar constituencies of social con- 



OPENINC THE BIBLE 


62 ) 

servatives and social activists together in what ought to be a creative 
tension: their anger and their expectation that things ought to be better. 
Of this visceral cultural anger that cuts across all conventional divisions 
in our society, Russell Baker has written, under the heading “God’s 
Angry Land,” 

America is angry at Washington, angry at the press, angry at im¬ 
migrants, angry at television, angry at traffic, angry at people who 
are well off, angry at people who are poor, angry at blacks and 
angry at whites. The old are angry at the young, the young angry 
at the old. Suburbs are angry at cities, cities are angry at suburbs, 
and rustic America is angry at both whenever urban and suburban 
intruders threaten the peaceful rustic sense of having escaped from 
God’s angry land. 

Baker calls anger in America “a new national habit.” Angry white 
Christians and angry black social activists both feel cheated. The things 
that have always worked for them no longer do so, and their anger stems 
from a disappointed conviction that somehow progress was inevitable 
and things and people would get better. As a British critic of the Welfare 
State once noted, however, “Things have got better; it’s people who have 
got bloody worse.” 

Sir Isaiah Berlin once observed that “the ideas that liberate one gen¬ 
eration become the shackles of the next,” and in these tendentious times 
in America we are coming to a painful realization of that truth. We 
have always celebrated the notion of freedom, and by it we have usually 
meant freedom from restraint or constraint, and liberation from various 
forms of bondage and tyrannies political, social, economic, and ideo¬ 
logical. The history of our social experiment may well be the extension 
of that premise to its logical conclusion —the ultimate, nearly autono¬ 
mous freedom of the solitary individual from all restraints, constraints, 
obligations, and relationships. In these celebrations of “freedom from” 
as a uniquely American form of self-indulgence, the middle-aged Free- 
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men of Justus Townsliip, Montana, are the 1990s descendants of the 
flow er children of the 1960s Haight-Ashbury District, a comparison nei¬ 
ther would find flattering. 

That rugged individualism that is the personification of our American 
sense of freedom, and which we celebrate on the Fourth of July and in 
our popular myths and heroes, also contributes to the breakdown of the 
social fabric that has always provided a secure context for our freedoms. 
Freedom “from” has not yielded to an appropriate freedom “for,” and 
the national culture is much the poorer for it. We are perhaps further 
now from Winthrop’s ideal of a city set upon a hill than at any point 
in our national history. 


Back to the Bible? 

In times like these in America, historically we have been invited “back 
to the Bible,” and there are many who issue that call today. So-called 
Bible churches are filled on Sundays with people seeking a way into 
the good life, people who are literally hungering and thirsting after right¬ 
eousness. We will discuss that search in more detail in the final section 
of this book. “Back to the Bible!” is the cry of many sincere Christians, 
and as we draw nearer to the millennium, and as our troubles and 
problems develop new immunities to our quick-fix vaccines, that cry 
will grow in volume and in intensity. If the concept of “back to the 
Bible” means an effort to find a time and a place in which we will not 
be disturbed by the world in which we find ourselves, and an effort to 
find a secure, user-friendly, no-risk place to conserve ourselves and our 
worldly goods from threat and danger—much like those 1950s Cold War 
backyard bomb shelters —then we are doomed to disappointment, for 
the Bible makes no such promises to Americans or to anyone else in 
this life. 

If we accept the call to go back to the Bible, we will have to do so 
with an unnatural cultural modesty that makes it clear that we are seek- 



OPENING THE BIBLE 


64 ) 

ing what we have not yet enjoyed —the effort to conform our will and 
our work to the will and the work of God. The land we seek is not 
behind us, it is before us, and that is the secret the Bible has always 
been willing to impart to those who would seek it. The Bible opens 
with an account of creation in the Book of Genesis; it closes with a 
revelation of a time superior to this one, a time that is yet to be. Reading 
the Bible to find ways of justifying the status quo, then, is an enterprise 
that is bound for frustration and failure. 

The temptations to misread the Bible on our own behalf and to do¬ 
mesticate it for our own purposes are many and dangerous, and in Amer¬ 
ica, devoted as we are to the Bible, we have tried them all. Bibliolatry, 
the worship of the Bible and the making of it an object of veneration, 
of ascribing to it the glory due to God, is one of those temptations that 
we ought to avoid. Literalism, which worships the text and gives it an 
inappropriate superiority over the spirit that animates it, is another temp¬ 
tation to be eschewed. And the worst of these, what I call culturism, is 
the worship of a culture in which the Bible is forced to conform to the 
spirit of the age. In our discussions of interpretation we have addressed 
those temptations, which in the context of the religious culture of the 
United States have not served us very well. 

The Bible is a book for the future, about the future, and written with 
confidence in the future. It embraces the future not out of disgust with 
the present or with the past but out of the conviction that God is in the 
future, and to be where God is, is to know fulfillment, purpose, and 
bliss. Who should be satisfied with anything less than that? Recovering 
the lost vision for America may mean recovering God’s vision for a 
future society of equity, love, and peace, a society rich with change and 
destined for a world we have not yet known. Making sense of the Bible 
has been an American cultural preoccupation now for nearly four hun¬ 
dred years. We are neither righteous Israel nor decadent Rome. We are, 
however, a needy nation, as needy of God and of one another as we 
have ever been. Perhaps this bottoming out of our experience will make 
us less arrogant, less certain of our Manifest Destiny, more desirous of 
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being transformed, and less willing to conform. The Bible is not a ther- 
apy program nor is it a human success story, a moral tale with an in¬ 
evitably happy ending. It is the account of a faithless people and a 
faithful God who seek constantly to renew their relationship each with 
the other. Perhaps we are prepared to hear that story for the first time. 




PART TWO 


THE USE AND ABUSE OF 
THE BIBLE 


“Either this is not the gospel, or we are not Christians.” 
—Thomas Linacre ( 1460 - 1524 ), 
upon reading the gospels 
late in life for the first time 




CHAPTER 4 


HARD TEXTS AND CHANGING TIMES 


T HE Bible would be a difficult enough book to read were it used 
simple as an aid to private devotion and inspiration, and even in 
reading for that purpose one would usually read with some selectivity. 
Pocket versions of the Bible often contain the Psalms and the gospels. 
Within the Psalms alone one is likely to encounter powerfully disturbing 
passages that are not all soothing and “spiritual.” How, for example, 
does one apply to one’s devotions Psalm 137:9, which reads, “Happy 
shall he be who takes your little ones and dashes them against the rock”? 


More Than a Private BookP 

The Bible has always been more than a private book. It is, in fact, and 
always has been, a very public book; public in the sense that it is to be 
read and commented upon in public. We see this in the account of 
Jesus’ visit to his home synagogue at the start of his public ministry, 
when his first act was to read the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, to do so 
in public, and then to comment on it. The implication is that the Bible 
is meant to have an effect upon the way in which people and their 
communities go about the business of life. 

When we read in Exodus and Deuteronomy of the delivery to Moses 
of the law, in the form of the commandments from God on Mount 
Sinai, we are meant to understand that this is not simply a public oc¬ 
casion, but the establishment of what we would today call public policy. 
The Bible is for people, but more than that, it is understood to be for 
the ordering of the private and the public, the individual and the cor¬ 
porate affairs of a community of people. In Jewish history, the com- 
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munity is formed when it is given the law: Whereas before the delivery 
of the law the people are a rowdy assortment of individuals with private 
and personal agendas, they become something other than that when the 
law is given to them; they become the people of God. I Peter 2:9-10 
alludes to this transformation: 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s 
own people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who 
called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were 
no people but now you are God’s people; once you had not re¬ 
ceived mercy but now you have received mercy. 

The Bible, then, does not simply have a public dimension; it is a 
public book, and those to whom it is given and who take it seriously 
are meant to order their affairs from it. 

This public dimension of the Bible has a long history', and some of 
that history is heroic and dramatic. We have a clear image of Daniel in 
the lion’s den —the brave jew and the menacing lions ready to tear him 
apart —but we ought to remember that Daniel was thrown into the lion’s 
den because he practiced his Jewish religion in public and at great 
consequence in the face of the Babylonians who had captured Jerusa¬ 
lem. We know what happened: God stopped the mouths of the lions 
and Daniel was spared. 

Hebrew scripture is filled with accounts of public fidelity to God’s 
law against powerful opposition. It was public fidelity to the law as found 
in the Bible that distinguished the Jewish people from every other peo¬ 
ple on the earth, when in their minority status and in exile this public 
fidelity preserved them as well as distinguished them. Christians also 
became people of the Book. In the days when they too were a persecuted 
and then barely tolerated minority within the Roman Empire, they and 
their Book were considered to be subversive. The Christian loyalty to 
its own system, to its one Book and its one God, was held to contribute 
directly to the fall of Rome to the Vandals: The Roman gods, in the 
city’s hour of need, felt unappeased and thereby failed to protect the 
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Romans from their fate. It was to counter this charge that Augustine 
w rote The City of God. 

W hen Christian culture succeeded to the place once held by that of 
Rome, the Christian biblical worldview, now no longer a private or 
minority sectarian point of view, became the basis of Christian society. 
Until the world should come to its appointed end and Jesus return to 
rule it himself in glory, the best that Christians could do with their 
unexpected inheritance of temporal power was to order that society ac¬ 
cording to biblical principles. That goal is perhaps best expressed in the 
phrase from the Lord’s Prayer of the Sermon on the Mount, which both 
anticipates the establishment of the kingdom of God on earth and also 
proposes how to manage until it comes. When Christians pray “. . . Thy 
kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven . . .” they 
mean to keep their anticipation of the future high, but rather than wait 
for the society of heaven and the rule of God, they seek to establish 
here on earth as much of that divine society as possible, so that, in 
Augustine’s revealing phrase, earth becomes but a “colony of heaven.” 

It is thus from an unexpected and extended possession of temporal 
pow er that Christians adapt their vision of heaven and rule of God to a 
vision of earthly society; and in that heavenly vision transferred to earthly 
geography, the Bible, for Christians, plays an enormous role, for it con¬ 
tains the powerful examples of ancient societies that professed to follow 
the Lord and then did not. The historical books of the Old Testament, 
with their accounts of the flawed kings and kingdoms of Israel, were a 
vivid lesson in civics. God would dwell among and bless his people, but 
only if they followed his commandments and respected his demands. 
Indeed, the notion of a Messiah, one who would come in glory to reign 
in equity forever, was increasingly thought to be dependent upon the 
moral and spiritual perfection of the people to whom he was to come. 
The Messiah would come when the world was fit to receive him. The 
delay in his coming was therefore not an arbitrary capriciousness, but a 
sign that the work of human improvement, the colonization of earth 
after the heavenly model, still remained to be done. In this spiritual 
ambition with its enormous social, political, and cultural consequences, 
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the Bible comes to play a very significant role, and thus its interpretation 
and application become ever more important. 

The image and ideal of Christian society, a heavenly vision mediated 
by the priests, sacraments, and traditions of the Roman Catholic 
Church, was at the center of medieval Western civilization. When they 
were once taught to us all, courses in Western civilization were essen¬ 
tially courses in the integrating force of Christian theology upon civil 
society: Gothic architecture, the writings of Dante, and the theology of 
Thomas Aquinas were all saying and doing and meaning the same thing, 
as part of the same plan. 


Protestants and the Book 

Protestantism was by no means a repudiation of that plan; in fact, it 
regarded itself as restoring the purity of the vision by recovering the 
place of the Bible in defining and ordering it. Those who credit the 
Protestant Reformation less to Luther’s piety and German nationalism 
and more to the mechanics of Gutenberg’s printing press are nearer the 
truth than we might wish. It was the invention of printing that enabled 
the results of biblical scholarship, and generations of furtive translations 
of the sacred text into popular language, to be placed into the hands of 
people other than theologians and textual experts. Thus, William Tyn- 
dale, who has been called the father of the English Bible, could, before 
his death in 1536, say in his Remarks to a Learned Man, “If God spare 
my life, ere many years, I will cause a boy that driveth the plough shall 
know more of scripture than thou doest.” 

For Protestants, what the priests and the sacraments and the magis- 
terium of the Roman Church had not yet achieved, and could never 
achieve —the kingdom of God on earth and hence the coming to earth 
of the kingdom of heaven —the Bible, when rightly understood and 
applied, could. Interest in the Bible and in its translation was not aca¬ 
demic, an enterprise of pure scholarship; it was the potent union of 
piety and politics designed to hasten the day when, as is written in 



Hard Texts and Changing Times 


( 73 

Revelation 11:115. "The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom 
of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever.” This 
phrase is recognizable from the “Hallelujah Chorus,” centerpiece of 
Handel’s Messiah. 

Thus, the private and subversive book moves to the center of the 
public stage, its meaning, if not clearer, then certainly more accessible 
by the translation of the text into the language of the reader. Readers of 
the English Bible continue to have a difficult time with the notion that 
thev are reading a book not written by or for them nor in their own 
language, and so, conveniently, they forget that inconvenient fact. The 
task of reading scripture has always been to attempt a reconciliation 
between what is particular and peculiar to the time and place of its 
writing and what is universally applicable beyond the bounds of time 
and place, and beyond circumstance and culture. This task, always dif¬ 
ficult, is made even more so when the biblical culture and the culture 
in which the Bible finds itself are far removed from one another. One 
can appeal, as Christians often do, to the unchangeable character of 
God, and the fundamental human condition, as two fixed realities. That 
is a convincing argument, and yet it has to be qualified by the fact that 
the apprehension of that unchangeable character of God and the un¬ 
derstanding of that fundamental human condition invariably change 
and are subject to change. Human beings may be universally and always 
flaw ed; and yet the expression and the context of those flaws are subject 
to the changing circumstances of our history and culture. 

In trying to make sense of scripture, as we have said before, it is 
difficult enough to understand what the text meant “then,” in the period 
in which it was first written, to say nothing of what it means “now.” 
The meaning is naturally tied up with the writer’s intention, and with 
what the listener could reasonably be expected to understand. That in¬ 
terpretation itself is no easy task, and all of the linguistic tricks in the 
repertoire of the scholars will not make it any easier; and then to that 
task comes the additional responsibility of questioning whether we hear 
it or read it in the same way, and if, in fact, we are meant to. 
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Beyond “Original Intent” 

Some schools of thought argue that the only important thing to know 
is what scripture meant then —the school of “original intent,” with 
which the confederates of Edwin Meese approached the United States 
Constitution. Find out what they meant, and do it or follow it. Anything 
else is tampering with the text and its intention. Other schools argue 
that while it may be interesting to know what scripture meant and what 
was intended and what was heard, it is far more critical to ask, in light 
of that knowledge, what it can and does mean now. If scripture is a 
living and not a static text, we must determine in what ways it can, and 
possibly cannot, speak to its present hearers and readers. Interestingly 
enough, while these positions would appear to be quite opposite, what 
they have in common is a reverence for the Bible that requires them to 
find a way to respond to it, for the sanction of the Bible is essential to 
the legitimacy of both schools of thought. Where the Bible is taken most 
seriously, the struggles for the rights to its interpretation will be the 
keenest. Thus it is no accident that in America, where the Bible remains 
at the center of cultural discourse after nearly four hundred years of 
Christian civilization, the battles for the Bible and the culture of which 
it is so significant a part remain so intense, so unforgiving, and as rele¬ 
vant as the next election. 

The Bible does not make this appropriation of itself an easy thing. It 
is full of hard texts that either do not easily translate themselves into the 
contemporary view of the world, or if they do, and in fact are too clear, 
create a form of cultural dissonance that is in itself problematic, and 
even destructive. Some of the hard texts are hard because they are dif¬ 
ficult to understand, others are hard because they might represent points 
of view at odds with our conventional wisdom or with other parts of 
scripture, and still others are hard because they may demand too much 
of us. The hardest part of any exercise in applied scripture is to deter¬ 
mine the relationship between what we can see developing as bib- 
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lical principles, and what are clearly biblical practices, some of which 
in fact may be at odds with those principles. When we are tempted in 
frustration to argue that the Bible isn’t consistent, we must of course 
remember that the Bible wasn’t set out to be a textbook of morals and 
philosophy and political economy. That is a burden we have placed on 
it. quite foreign to its nature; and while it is true that, as Emerson says, 
"a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds,” we all know that 
inconsistency is a flaw only in the constrained world of logic, and that 
we nevertheless, as perhaps too tidy-minded men and women, want to 
find some larger light by which to read and appropriate scripture to our 
own circumstances. 

In this section of the book I will look at some hard texts that embrace 
manv of the issues I have just discussed, and look at them in what I 
would call their public or civil context, the degree to which the readings 
of scripture either lead to or reflect policies that have an enormous 
significance for the public life we share together, and, as well, for the 
public repute of the Bible itself. Let me begin with a relatively benign, 
though by no means irrelevant, case of hard texts and changing times, 
from which 1 hope to derive a principle that will allow us to look more 
closely at more pressing and contemporary issues. Let us look now at 
the hard texts and changing times concerning the issue of temperance. 1 


The Case of Drink 

“Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler; and whoever is led astray by 
it is not wise.” (Proverbs 20:1) This was the text used by the man from 
the Temperance League when he visited my Sunday school class of 
prepubescent boys nearly fifty years ago. Prohibition as a national policy 
had been dead twenty years, but with the Baptists among whom I was 
brought up, drink was still irrigation for the fields of sin. We were en¬ 
couraged to “vote dry” in the annual referendum on the sale of alcoholic 
beverages in our town, grape juice was still the drink of choice in the 
celebration of the Holy Communion, and the young, especially the 
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boys, were given early and routine lectures on the evils of drink. It was 
for just such a purpose, to terrify us, that we boys were treated to a 
demonstration by the temperance lecturer. On the platform he had put 
a jar of what he said was alcohol, and into the jar he dropped a large 
beefsteak. Instantly the alcohol stripped the flesh from the bone, and 
while we stood there amazed, the lecturer told us that this was what 
drink would do to our bodies and sin to our souls. He then cited Saint 
Paul: “Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit 
of God dwelleth in you? If any man defile the temple of God, him shall 
God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are.” 
(I Corinthians 3:16-17) 

Allowing this to sink in, he then passed out cards with these verses 
printed on them, and we were invited to “take the pledge” against drink¬ 
ing by signing the card and pledging abstinence, and to pray for those 
who drank. There was no doubt in our minds that the Bible was against 
drink. There was even a section on temperance among the Responsive 
Readings from Scripture in the back of the New Baptist Hymnal; and 
in the Baptist Church covenants, in which members pledged their 
Christian duty to one another, among the promises made was this one: 
“. . . To abstain from the sale and use of intoxicating drinks as a bever¬ 
age.” 

This appeal to the young to take the pledge was an old and approved 
tactic in the American crusade for temperance, and it was based upon 
the sound, but decidedly un-American, Jesuit principle that the moral 
foundation inculcated in the young before the age of ten would form 
the principles of the adult for life. It did not matter that they were 
abstaining from something that they had not yet had. The pledge was 
part of the moral armor with which the evil darts of Satan could be 
withstood. The text for this endeavor came from Proverbs 22:6: “Train 
up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not 
depart from it.” From the first third of the nineteenth century, young 
American Christians, mostly Protestants, were invited to join the grow¬ 
ing temperance movement by “enlisting” in what its founder, a Pres- 
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bvterian minister, Thomas Hunt, called the Cold Water Army. 
Thousands sang the army’s anthem: 

I do not think 
I'll ever drink 
Whiskey or gin , 

Brandy or rum, 

Or anything that 
Will make drunk come. 

Girls as well were encouraged to stave off drink and to reform their 
male friends with the line “Lips that touch wine will never touch mine.” 
Bv the close of the nineteenth century most people of Protestant Amer¬ 
ica’s churches, with the notable exception of the Episcopalians, who 
were referred to by their abstemious critics as the “Whiskey-palians,” 
had substituted the unfermented juice of the grape in their sacramental 
usage. Indeed, the considerable fortunes of the Welch grape juice em¬ 
pire were founded in part upon the successful production and marketing 
of a cheap and nonalcoholic grape-juice substitute for the Lord’s Table, 
first in Methodism, which embraced total abstinence with enthusiasm, 
and then throughout American Protestantism. 

Temperance also played an ugly role in America’s rising anti- 
Catholicism and chauvinism in the closing days of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. The fact that the Roman Catholic mass featured wine, although 
the people as yet communicated only in one kind, the wafer, fueled the 
perception that the Church of Rome and its growing immigrant con¬ 
stituency was fundamentally alien and dangerous to the American way. 
Few arguments against Catholic immigrants, and against the Irish in 
particular, were more repeated than were the claims that they were 
habitual drunkards who would live at the charge of the general welfare, 
and because of their enormous capacity to reproduce would forever be 
a burden upon the pure and reformed native stock. When James G. 
Blaine of Maine, in a remark that cost him the presidency, called the 
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Democrats the party of “Rum, Romanism, and Rebellion,” prejudice 
and morality were efficiently combined. 


What Does the Bible Say About Drink? 

Paradoxically, the Bible proved to be a rather shaky platform upon 
which to base a campaign against drink. Despite the unfortunate and 
vivid instance of Noah’s drunkenness in Genesis 9:20-27, and the ter¬ 
rible consequences that befell his second son, the cursed Ham, no doc¬ 
trine against drink can be found by precept or example among the 
writers of the Old Testament. It is difficult to reconcile a biblical ar¬ 
gument against drink with the hospitable sentiments, for example, of 
Psalm 104, which praises God who “. . . dost cause the grass to grow for 
the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate, that he may bring forth food 
from the earth, and wine to gladden the heart of man . ..” 

The New Testament is no more helpful. The first miracle attributed 
to Jesus is the one he performed at the wedding at Cana, as recorded 
in John. There he turns water into wine, and a very good wine at that, 
to replenish that which had run out. The miracle is one of blessing and 
abundance, the sign of which is wine, which in the formula used in the 
Christian Eucharist must now be understood as the gift of God for the 
people of God. 

Jesus ends his earthly life at a Passover seder, which Christians refer 
to as the Last Supper. It is impossible to imagine that so fundamentally 
Jewish a celebration of hospitality and the providence of God would be 
celebrated with anything less than the best wine available. Saint Paul, 
in giving practical advice to his young apprentice Timothy, tells him, 
“No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for the sake of your 
stomach and your frequent ailments.” (I Timothy 5:23) His pastoral ad¬ 
vice to Titus is to bid the older women of the Christian community “to 
be reverent in behavior, not to be slanderers or slaves to drink....” 
(Titus 2:3) 

The ambiguous witness of the Bible created a problem for the tem- 
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perance movement, which required the sanction of the Bible for its 
moral position on alcohol. The temperance advocates were thus forced 
to a series of ingenious interpretive or exegetical devices if they were to 
maintain the authority of scripture together with their reformist princi¬ 
ples, chief of which was what we would call today “contextuality,” or 
"situationalism,” which is that the context or situation in which the 
Bible appears to permit the social use of alcohol must be understood, 
and indeed understood as significantly different from our own time. We 
know more about the dangers of drink than did our biblical predeces¬ 
sors, and thus if they knew then what we know now their position would 
agree with ours. If Jesus had known of the evils of drink as manifested 
in industrial Western society, he would not have been so free with his 
transformation of water into wine. Everything that the Bible describes 
is not necessarily to be permitted or approved of. The patriarchs, for 
instance, practiced polygamy and required circumcision. Christians no 
longer approve of the one nor require the other, but the authority of 
scripture is not compromised. So goes this argument. 

.Another argument was an ingenious, albeit tedious and ultimately 
unconvincing one, that there were in fact two kinds of wine of which 
the Bible spoke: an intoxicating one that was generally condemned and 
presumably was that which Noah drank, and an innocuous one not 
unlike Welch’s formula, which taken in moderation was that which 
Jesus himself used and which was familiar to the early Christians. Nine¬ 
teenth-century biblical scholars who were also devoted to the cause of 
temperance found the two-wine theory necessary not only to advance 
the social reform cause of temperance but to preserve the moral repu¬ 
tation of Jesus. One such critic, Moses Stuart, was an ardent advocate 
of the two-wine theory, for, as he wrote, it would be “impossible to 
suppose the wine fermented and yet leave the character of the holy 
Savior unscathed.” 

So convinced were the total abstainers of the superiority of their moral 
conviction that the most extreme of them argued that it didn’t matter 
what Jesus did or what scripture said. If Jesus drank, then he would have 
to go. Said one of these radical reformers: 
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What?! Accept a brewer, distiller, or manufacturer of intoxicating 
wine as my Savior? Convince me that Jesus of Nazareth was such, 
and I will relinquish on the instant a faith I have fostered for more 
than thirty years, and will unite in the cry, “Away with Him! Cru¬ 
cify Him! Crucify Him!” 

What was becoming increasingly clear was the tension between the 
ambiguity of the Bible and the clarity of cultural convictions that des¬ 
perately required its moral sanction. “If the duty of total abstinence from 
all intoxicating drinks cannot be fairly made out from the unforced 
testimony of the word of God, we should ... be left without the greatest 
of all sanctions to one of the best of all causes.” The Cold Water Army 
thought it was reading the signs of the times through the lenses of the 
Bible. In fact, it was attempting to read the Bible through the lenses of 
the signs of the times. The question of temperance raised the even 
greater moral question of how to interpret the Bible, whose cultural 
context was clearly at odds with the contemporary culture, without com¬ 
promising the moral authority of the Bible or falling into a dangerous 
relativism or situationalism. Contrary to conventional wisdom, the nine¬ 
teenth-century crisis of biblical authority had less to do with the higher 
criticism and the assaults on the Bible of Darwin and nineteenth-century 
science than with the increasingly frustrating task of translating biblical 
morality wholesale into the contemporary culture without doing vio¬ 
lence to either. 


Principle over Practice 

By 1958, when Prohibition was but the fading memory of a failed social 
experiment, the great defeat for cultural Protestantism in America, a way 
out of the nineteenth-century debate between biblical practice and bib¬ 
lical principle was finally cleared in the matter of drink. In the conser¬ 
vative Protestant journal Christianity Today, Roland Bainton, professor 
of ecclesiastical history at Yale Divinity School, wrote an article titled 
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“Total Abstinence and Biblical Principles.” He began: “With regard to 
the use of alcoholic beverages, my practice and teaching are those of 
total abstinence. This stand is based on biblical principles, but I am free 
to confess that it is not based on biblical precepts or biblical practice.” 2 

What could he possibly mean? Bainton remained utterly unconvinced 
of the earlier arguments from the Bible for total abstinence. Any unfor¬ 
ced reading of the word of God must conclude that at best the Bible is 
itself indifferent to the prohibitionist principles. The two-wine theory is 
utterly without merit, and to impugn the moral character of Jesus be¬ 
cause without such a theory he is seen to have drunk wine is both 
ignorant and arrogant. For Bainton the issue was not biblical precedent 
but Christian principle. Such a view, he recognized, was contrary to 
much of Protestant America’s bibliolatry, the worship of the text of scrip¬ 
ture and its elevation as the sole norm of faith and practice. The Bible, 
for Bainton, was a book of principles, and not of precedents. The prin¬ 
ciples that governed his own behavior in the matter of drink clearly were 
contrary to much of biblical practice, but like the spirit which is superior 
to the letter, the principles rather than the precedents are meant to guide 
Christian living. 

Bainton derived his principles from the New Testament. First, as Paul 
writes in I Corinthians, the body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, and 
therefore ought not to be abused. The second principle, also Pauline, 
is that the stronger should bear with the weaker, and thus set an example 
that the weak can follow. This is derived from Romans, where Paul says 
that while for some the eating of meat and the drinking of wine is no 
problem, they should abstain out of regard for those for whom it is a 
problem: “Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. Every¬ 
thing is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make others fall by 
what he eats; it is right not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything 
that makes your brother stumble.” (Romans 14:20-21) 

Making the biblical case for or against temperance is of course not 
really what Bainton’s essay is about, and although he was concerned 
enough to make the best possible case for his position of total absti¬ 
nence, the principle he introduced to do so is in many ways far more 
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significant than the cause for which it was employed. In addressing a 
moral issue with both public and personal implications on the basis of 
Christian principles derived from a reading of the Bible, rather than 
simply on the basis of biblical practice and precedent, Bainton liberates 
us from a simpleminded bondage to texts whose context may be unre¬ 
lated and unhelpful to our own. In other words, to be biblical may well 
mean to move beyond the Bible itself to the larger principles that can 
be derived from the Christian faith of which the Bible is a part, blit for 
which the Bible cannot possibly be a substitute. To determine with what 
Christian principles one reads the Bible is to undertake an enterprise 
that requires more rather than less engagement with the Bible and with 
the cultures of its interpretation. It involves a rather daunting effort to 
see beyond the diversions of text and context, and of precedent and 
practice, and into the far more complex landscape of principle and 
teaching by which the whole is made considerably larger than the sum 
of its parts. Contrary to popular thinking, this invariably means giving 
more attention to the Bible, and more rather than less care to its study 
and interpretation. 

The Bible must be understood not as a thing in and of itself but as 
a part of the whole teaching and practice of the Christian faith. The 
confrontation between our social and moral presuppositions is what we 
bring to the text, and what we find in the text and in its context is 
something we will have to face. That conflict, if it is to be resolved, 
must be done not on the basis of expedience but on the basis of the 
Christian principles with which we interpret biblical practice. To argue 
policy from biblical situations is to be limited to the textual imagination 
of the biblical context. Bainton requires a more demanding criterion: 
that we seek after the lively Christian principle that transcends the par¬ 
ticularities of the Bible situation and with which we understand both 
those situations and our own. Not only is the Bible to be subject to this 
scrutiny, but so too are those who would take the Bible seriously, and 
this demand may well be the most dangerous and uncomfortable of all 
demands for those most accustomed to concealing their self-interested 
agendas behind the protective camouflage of the Bible. Difficult and 
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demanding as such a principle of interpretation may be, it is, I suggest, 
the only viable way to negotiate, as biblically minded people, between 
hard texts and changing times, without doing damage to the text, the 
times, or to ourselves. How we have gone about this business in the 
context of some of the more demanding issues of our day is the subject 
of the next chapters. 



CHAPTER 5 


THE BIBLE AND RACE: 

THE MORAL IMAGINATION 

❖ 

I N the summer of 1995, one hundred and thirty-two years after the 
Emancipation Proclamation, one hundred and thirty years after the 
end of the Civil War, and twenty-seven years after the death of Martin 
Luther King, Jr., at their annual meeting the Southern Baptist Conven¬ 
tion, America’s largest Protestant denomination, apologized for the role 
it had played in the justification of slavery and in the maintenance of a 
culture of racism in the United States. 1 The Baptists did more than 
apologize. They took on the more morally rigorous and theologically 
appropriate term of “repentance” to describe their action in adopting a 
resolution on the floor of their convention. For many this was a radical 
step, for while no one was prepared to embrace the historic arguments 
either for slavery or for racial segregation, there was no general enthu¬ 
siasm to appear to repudiate either the faith or the conduct of their 
cultural ancestors. For others this was hardly news at all. In their not 
altogether unsuccessful efforts to be a national rather than a regional 
church, the Southern Baptists have for a generation sought to distance 
themselves from the more vivid racism of their past, and have increas¬ 
ingly extended the right hand of fellowship to African Americans who 
earlier would have been excluded, or would have excluded themselves 
from such fellowship. 

For still others, including some African Americans, the apology and 
the act of repentance was too little too late: “We knew you were wrong, 
the world knew you were wrong; why did it take you so long to learn 
that you were wrong?” This was the question, uncharitable but pointed, 
that many African Americans asked of their newly repenting brethren, 
and in the age of the ubiquitous nonapology apology—when people 
routinely issue apologies not for what they did but for what you think 



tliev did, or for the consequences of what they did, or for the feelings 
that estrange you from them, but neither confess to what they did nor 
repudiate w hat they did —the apology can be seen to be a morally artful 
dodge that implies responsibility but avoids confession and confrontation 
w ith the sin or the crime. This is why, for example, morally ambiguous 
apologies such as those offered by Japan for its part in World War II 
prove unacceptable to those with a sense of grievance. When an En¬ 
glishman treads on your foot in a crowded car on the London Under¬ 
ground. simultaneously with the offending deed he mutters “Sorry,” 
which, as we all know, is not an expression of regret but a statement of 
intention. When politicians “apologize,” they usually say something like 
this: "If I have given offense, I am sorry that you see it that way; and 
thus, for your error in perception of my actions or intentions, I apolo¬ 
gize.” We all recognize that artful dodge. 

The Southern Baptists are more than Southern Baptists, however; they 
are Christians as well, and hence they are engaged in an act of repen¬ 
tance that in theological and biblical terms is a much more demanding 
exercise. It requires that one confront the sin, the sinner, and the sinned 
against. It demands confession, the asking of forgiveness, and the ex¬ 
pression of an intention for what the Book of Common Prayer calls 
Amendment of Life. Only in that sequence of actions can pardon or 
forgiveness be granted; otherwise it is merely an exercise in self- 
exorcism. Most Americans understood the moral implications of an in¬ 
complete process of repentance when Gerald Ford “pardoned” Richard 
Nixon for crimes and misdemeanors to which Richard Nixon had never 
confessed. The process was manifestly incomplete, and despite President 
Ford’s genuinely noble efforts to put all that unpleasantness behind, it 
was never settled, nor did it ever disappear, for the essential ingredients 
of confession, contrition, and amendment of life were absent. 

Cultural apologies in which one segment of society apologizes for its 
crimes against another are very rare indeed, and most entities follow the 
famous dictum of the Duke of Wellington, “Never apologize, never 
explain.” Spain has never apologized to what is left of the indigenous 
peoples of South America for the destruction of the native culture in 
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the name of Christian imperialism. The United States has yet to utter 
a word of contrition for its treatment of the Native Americans, or for 
chattel slavery. In modern times, only Germany has taken public re¬ 
sponsibility for its atrocities in World War II and apologized both to the 
jews and to Israel. The example of President Richard von Weiszacker, 
in his speech of May 5, 1985, to the German Bundestag, stands nearly 
without parallel in the acceptance of moral responsibility.- When Har¬ 
vard’s Henry Rosovsky read this speech, he said that he felt “as if a stone 
had been lifted from his heart.” A decade later, France’s President 
Jacques Chirac, in a ceremony commemorating the end of World War 
II, issued a similar apology to the Jews of France for French complicity 
in acts against the Jewish people during the occupation. It is within this 
context that we take seriously the brave actions of the Southern Baptists 
in their resolution of repentance concerning American slavery. 

While apologies and repentance in the matter of slavery are fascinat¬ 
ing topics and worthy of more attention than can be paid them here, 
of even keener interest is the role that the Bible plays both in the debates 
on slavery and in the actions that have ensued in the repudiation of 
slavery and racism. If the ancestors of the Southern Baptists understood 
their system of slavery and racial apartheid to be based upon their read¬ 
ing of the Bible, what does this tell us about how people in general, 
and the Southern Baptists in particular, interpret scripture? What bib¬ 
lical or extra-biblical principles, explicit or implicit, are at work? What 
does this say to us about changed understandings of an unchanged text? 
It is abundantly clear that the Southern Baptists rejected neither the 
faith nor the Bible of their mothers and fathers, but they have certainly 
changed their minds as to what scripture says and to what scripture 
means, and that change has engendered enormous changes in the social 
consequences. How is the moral consensus changed without changing 
the contents of the Bible? 
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What Does the Bible Say About Slavery? 

Slaves, be obedient to those who are your earthly masters, with fear 
and trembling, in singleness of heart, as to Christ. (Ephesians 6:5) 

God is no respecter of persons. (Acts 10:34) 

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus. (Galatians 3:28) 

As previously noted, I grew up in the 1940s in the relatively benign 
climate of Plymouth, Massachusetts, where there had been since the 
Revolutionary War a small community of colored people, as we were 
then called. We were not the first persons of color in the land of the 
Pilgrims’ pride, for we had all heard of Abraham Pierce, the “blacka¬ 
moor” who had settled in Duxbury in the 1630s. We were by and large 
an insular and contented lot, long integrated into the Yankee culture 
and regarding much of it as our own. We were not, however, unaware 
of the legacy of slavery from which our ancestors had either escaped or 
been freed, and we were mindful through the Negro newspapers, to 
which some subscribed and which were circulated to all, of the larger 
issues of race in the country. Whenever we read of racial troubles in 
the north or of lynchings in the South, or of egregious instances of 
discrimination in the armed forces, or in the local police and fire de¬ 
partments, where some of our people served, the elders among us would 
murmur something about “poor Aunt Hagar’s children.” When my own 
parents remonstrated with me for not doing my homework, or for not 
doing it well enough, they would say, “You are meant to be more than 
a hewer of wood and a drawer of water.” 

These were biblical allusions, common parlance among black people 
for centuries, and they reflected the biblical literacy and Christian cul¬ 
ture of black Americans descended from the slaves imported into Amer- 
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ica. Hagar was the slave girl who bore Abraham’s first child, Ishmael, 
and when Sarah, Abraham's wife, bore him a legitimate heir some thir¬ 
teen years later, both Hagar and Ishmael were banished from the house¬ 
hold and sent into the desert on foot. The story is in Genesis 21. In 
Joshua 9 we read of a remnant of Canaanites who had not been slaugh¬ 
tered by Joshua but who were condemned to perpetual slavery in the 
land. To them Joshua says, “Now therefore you are cursed, and some 
of you shall always be slaves, hewers of wood and drawers of water for 
the house of my God.” 

As we have seen, the definitive Old Testament text for slavery and 
the subjugation of one race to another is found in the story of Noah. 
Thus, within the first third of the first book of Moses, almost as the first 
act of the second creation, the seeds of racism are sown and the foun¬ 
dations for slavery, segregation, and apartheid are laid. And slavery is no 
stranger among the patriarchs. The greatest of them, Joseph, has listed 
among his successes as Pharaoh’s minister for production the enslave¬ 
ment of the people whose forced labor was orchestrated in behalf of 
Pharaoh. “He made slaves of them from one end of Egypt to the other. 

. . . Then Joseph said to the people, ‘Behold, I have today bought you 
and your land for Pharaoh. Now . . . sow the land, and at the harvest 
you shall give a fifth to Pharaoh.’ ” (Genesis 47:21-24) 

The culture of the New Testament was one in which slavery was quite 
common, and neither Jesus nor Paul condemn the practice; rather, they 
assume it to be one of the social givens of the day. Paul, with great 
eloquence, argues for the leveling of distinctions and the unity of spirit 
that is to be found in the fellowship of Christ, that is, among those who 
are called to be Christians; but he is equally clear that such spiritual 
freedom does not overcome the human circumstances in which one is 
found. In I Corinthians 7, he argues that everyone should lead the life 
that the Lord has assigned to him, and into which God has called him; 
everyone should remain in the state in which he was called. He says, 
“. . . this is my rule in all the churches. . . . Were you a slave when 
called? Never mind. But if you gain your freedom, avail yourself of the 
opportunity. For he who was called in the Lord as a slave is a freedman 
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of the Lord." Paul means that insofar as the Lord is concerned, the 
distinction between slave and free, as in Ephesians between male and 
female, is of no account. It is clear to Paul, and now made clear to the 
Corinthians, that in this life the distinctions do count. “So, brethren,” 
he writes in I Corinthians 7:24, “in whatever state each was called, there 
let him remain with God.” 

The letter of Paul to Philemon would seem to amplify this position. 
Paul asks his fellow Christian, Philemon, to treat his slave, Onesimus, 
“no longer as a slave . . . but as a beloved brother.” This does not mean 
that Onesimus is any less a slave than he was, and Philemon is not 
ordered to release him from slavery on the ground that chattel slavery 
is inconsistent with Christianity, or that one Christian cannot hold an¬ 
other Christian as a slave. None of that is said. What is asked of Phi¬ 
lemon by Paul is that he treat his slave as a Christian brother, and what 
is implied is that in the Lord, Paul, Philemon, and Onesimus are moral 
equals. It is clear that the institution of slavery is not condemned. One¬ 
simus is not set free, and Paul sees no apparent contradiction is asking 
a free Christian brother to treat his Christian slave as a brother in Christ. 
As one black commentator critical of Paul noted, “Paul never met a 
social status quo that he didn’t like.” Not only did New Testament 
morality fail to liberate the slaves or even to mitigate their lot in this 
life, but it required of the slaves obedience to their masters, even those 
masters who were not Christian, as a part of their duty to Christ. Slaves 
were free only to obey, and these arrangements were ordained of God, 
sanctioned by the patriarchs, tolerated by Jesus, approved of by Paul, 
and enshrined in the Bible. 


The Case for Slavery 

With such an array of texts and precedents extending throughout all of 
scripture it would not be hard, even today, to make a biblical case for 
slavery . Nowhere does the Bible condemn it; everywhere in the Bible 
it is the practice. The curse of Ham provides the justification for the 
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subjugation of one tribe or race to another, and the counsels of Paul 
forbid tampering with a lawfully established institution. That Paul sees 
slavery as annulled in the kingdom means only that until the kingdom 
finally does come, what is, prevails; and what is, is slavery. 

In antebellum America all of these arguments were well known. Slav¬ 
ery might offend the conscience or the moral sensibilities, as it clearly 
did with George Washington, who freed his slaves upon his death, and 
with Thomas Jefferson, who imagined a world without slavery but could 
not quite see his way clear to making such a world, but to those who 
took both slavery and the Bible seriously, the one supported the other. 
As we have seen, what perhaps more than anything else offended the 
southern Christian slaveholder before the Civil War was the northern 
notion that he suffered a guilty conscience, was a hypocrite, and could 
not possibly be a good Christian, since he held slaves. Such southerners 
took comfort not only from their sense of a superior civilization, but 
from their Bibles as well. Their peculiar institution was built upon a 
firm biblical foundation. 

When in 1856 the Reverend Thornton Stringfellow, a Virginia Baptist, 
published his sermon “A Scriptural View of Slavery,” he argued that 
God himself had sanctioned slavery through Noah, Abraham, and Jo¬ 
seph, and that the biblical record was unambiguous. When a convention 
of Confederate ministers in Richmond, Virginia, in April 1863, pub¬ 
lished their “Address to Christians Throughout the World,” making the 
case for the morality of the Confederate cause as Christians, they said 
of slavery that they knew it more intimately than their critics. “We are 
. . . alive to all their interests; and we testify in the sight of God that the 
relations of master and slave among us, however we may deplore abuses 
in this, as in other relations of mankind, is not incompatible with our 
holy Christianity, and that the presence of the Africans in our land is 
an occasion of gratitude on their behalf, before God.” Arguing that the 
South had done more than any people on earth for the African race, 
the ministers further argued that “the practicable plan for benefitting 
the African race must be the Providential plan —the Scriptural plan.” 
To make their biblical position clear, the ministers cite I Timothy 
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6:1-2. where the Apostle instructs the young minister of Jesus on the 
subject of slavery: 

Let as many servants as are under the yoke count their own masters 
w orthy of all honor that the name of God and his doctrine be not 
blasphemed. And they that have believing masters, let them not 
despise them because they are brethren; but rather do them service 
because they are faithful and beloved, partakers of the benefit. 
These things teach and exhort. If any man teach otherwise, and 
consent not to wholesome words, even the words of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, and to the doctrine which is according to godliness, he is 
proud, knowing nothing, but doting about questions and strifes of 
words, whereof cometh envy, strife, railings, evil surmisings, per¬ 
verse disputings of men of corrupt minds, and destitute of the truth, 
supposing that gain is godliness: from such withdraw thyself. 

They could have cited with equal approval Titus 2:9-10, “Bid slaves 
to be submissive to their masters and to give satisfaction in every respect; 
they are not to be refractory, nor to pilfer, but to show entire and true 
fidelity, so that in everything they may adorn the doctrine of God our 
Savior. 7 ’ And they could have added Paul’s advice to the Ephesians, 
repeated also in Colossians, where he urges slaves to be obedient to 
their masters in the same way that they would obey Christ, “not in the 
way of eye service, as men-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing 
the w ill of God from the heart, rendering service with a good will as to 
the Lord and not men.” Masters are required to treat their slaves in the 
same way, “.. . and forbear threatening, knowing that he who is both 
their Master and yours is in heaven, and that there is no partiality with 
him.” (Ephesians 6:5-9) 

Southern Christians were quick to point out that slavery was not an 
accidental or an incidental matter in biblical times, and that the Apostle 
Paul took considerable pains in nearly all of his letters to regulate slav¬ 
ers, a social fact that he accepted, within the ethics of a Christian so¬ 
ciety. Acceptance of the reality of slavery was not necessarily approval 
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or endorsement. In heaven, where there is neither marriage nor giving 
in marriage, as Jesus points out, there is presumably no slavery, no mas¬ 
ter and no free, for as Paul says, in Christ there is neither free nor slave. 
On earth and in this life, however, for as long as it lasts, marriage and 
slavery obtain. Paul endorses neither, and neither does he condemn 
either. He accepts both. For the southern apologist for the compatability 
of slavery and Christianity, the principle that what is not proscribed in 
scripture is permitted is the principle. Southern slave-holding Christians 
demanded that they be judged on the basis of their conformity to the 
body of ethical and moral precepts regulating the relationships between 
slaves and their masters as recorded beyond dispute in the New Testa¬ 
ment. 


The Challenge to Scripture 

It may be argued that the issue of slavery in the New World stimulated 
one of the most controversial debates about the nature of scripture and 
its interpretation since the formation of the scriptural canon at the end 
of primitive Christianity, anticipating both in scope and in intensity the 
turmoils characteristic of the battle between scripture and science of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the debates about authority 
and interpretation that pitted modernists against fundamentalists in the 
twentieth century. In many ways this was the first battle for the Bible 
and the conflict between its letter and its spirit, exposing its interior 
contradictions and pitting biblical ideals and principles against biblical 
practice and example. This was not a debate about authorship or trans¬ 
lation, or the finer points of exegesis. Nor was it a dispute about the 
proper role and use of scripture in relation to the teachings of the Chris¬ 
tian faith, the sort of debate that provoked and enlivened the contro¬ 
versies of the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation period. This 
was a dispute about the authority and morality of the Bible itself, and 
about how it ought to be read, interpreted, and applied. 

Those who wished to challenge the morality of slavery found that 



thev had to challenge both the authority and the interpretation of scrip¬ 
ture. Thev found also that it was not as easy as it might appear, for, as 
we have seen, the biblical case for slavery was both strong and consistent. 
There was. however, a moral case to be made, and the morality for that 
case was made from the Bible itself. Here, the Bible’s moral principles 
argued against the social practices to be found within the Bible, and as 
we saw in the biblical debate on temperance, principle in the hands of 
the reformers took precedence over practice, and claimed for itself the 
sanction of the Bible. 

The issue of slavery was first debated in the West in the context of 
the Spanish empire and its ruthless approach to the indigenous peoples 
of its New World possessions. The Most Catholic King of Spain and his 
Imperial Ministers regarded the native peoples of Latin America as so 
many biblical Canaanites to be exterminated or enslaved. The land was 
regarded as a gift from God to the Spaniards, just as the Old Testament 
lands were God’s gift to the children of Israel. They found in their 
reading of the Old Testament, particularly in the first five books of 
Moses, ample precedent for their campaign of conquest and subjugation 
in the New World. This Iberian conquest of what we now call Latin 
America, fueled by the joint enterprise of Spain and Portugal, had as 
one of its stated goals a missionary dimension and a desire to claim 
these benighted lands for Christ and the Catholic Church. Bernal Diaz, 
one of the conquistadores who served with Cortes in the campaigns in 
Mexico, recorded in his memoirs: “After we had abolished idolatry and 
other abominations from among the Indians, the Almighty blessed our 
endeavors and we baptized the men, women, and all the children born 
after the conquest, whose souls would otherwise have gone to the infer¬ 
nal regions.”’ 

The conquest and plunder of the native cultures at the hands of 
Cortes and Pizarro, under both papal and governmental auspices, is well 
known, as is their introduction of Negro slavery. Pizarro’s treachery is 
particularly infamous. It was he who murdered the emperor of the Incas, 
Atahualpa, by giving the hapless sovereign the choice of being burned 
at the stake as a heathen or of being baptized and strangled as a Chris- 
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tian. These excesses were applauded by Christians at home and justified 
on biblical grounds, but there were some Spanish Christians for whom 
these outrages, particularly slavery, were intolerable. Arguing against the 
notion that the Spanish conquest was a just war against infidels, sup¬ 
ported by scripture, opponents criticized bitterly these actions, also on 
biblical grounds. Chief among these critics was a reform-minded mis¬ 
sionary, Bartoleme de Las Casas, the bishop of Chiapas in Mexico, who 
in 1550 wrote In Defense of the Indians , in which he argued that the 
biblical texts used to justify the enslavement of the native populations 
were all historically conditioned and, in fact, overruled and superseded 
by the biblical principles of love and charity toward neighbors and en¬ 
emies as exemplified in the teachings of Jesus. The Bible could not be 
used to justify actions contrary to the moral law of Christ. His arguments 
did not prevail, but they are important because they mark a significant 
instance of the use of scriptural principle against scriptural practice, and 
the establishment of a hierarchy of moral values within scripture based 
upon the teaching and practice of Jesus. 

Two centuries later, English evangelists John Wesley and George 
Whitefield would make the same case against the slave trade in English 
North America. They argued that the holding of slaves, although per¬ 
mitted in scripture, was inconsistent with an understanding of the New 
Testament’s paramount teachings on spiritual rebirth, sanctification, and 
evangelism. Slaveholders were guilty also, in this view, of gross materi¬ 
alism and greed, in that they regarded slaves as property for gain and 
profit. The New Testament teachings against materialism and obsession 
with worldly goods were principles to be invoked here, and slaveholders 
should release their slaves and make Christians of them as an exercise 
in evangelism. 

These arguments from scripture, amplified by a zeal for social reform 
not found in scripture but inspired and sustained by scripture, became 
the basis for the antislavery crusades in England throughout the eigh¬ 
teenth and nineteenth centuries, which, under William Wilberforce, led 
to the abolition of the English slave trade in 1833, and the provision by 
Parliament in that year of twenty billion pounds in compensation for 



the slaveholders. This was not accomplished without objection and ap¬ 
peals to the Bible, and no less a figure than James Boswell, biographer 
of Samuel Johnson, wrote, “To abolish a status which in all ages God 
has sanctioned and many have continued, would not only be robbery 
to an innumerable class of our fellow subjects, but it would be an ex¬ 
treme cruelty to the African savages, a portion of whom it saved from 
massacre and introduced to a happier life.” 4 

In America, the antislavery cause accelerated in the aftermath of the 
Revolution, and the major evangelical Calvinist denominations criti¬ 
cized slavery as inconsistent with the biblical principles of justice and 
mercy as found in the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, and Ezekiel, 
and with the American ideal of an elect and chosen nation in covenant 
with God. Such arguments were the basis of Samuel Hopkins’s 1776 
sermon “Dialogue Concerning the Slavery of the Africans.” The Quaker 
John Woolman, in his Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes, and 
his Journal, both published on the eve of the Revolution, argued that 
slavery was inconsistent with New Testament principles, and based his 
arguments on Matthew 6:19 and Matthew 25:44. 

In the first third of the nineteenth century these arguments would be 
amplified and fortified by the spirit of social reform throughout the 
northeastern portion of the United States and by argument—reminis¬ 
cent of the “two wine” theory in the crusade for temperance —that sug¬ 
gested that the kind of slavery in the Greco-Roman world with which 
Saint Paul was familiar, and in which he acquiesced, was notably dif¬ 
ferent from the kind of chattel slavery that had been introduced into 
the West by the African slave trade. The American version of slavery 
was far more brutal and unacceptable than the biblical one, and hence 
the clear teachings of the New Testament did not apply. By this reading, 
slaves were not obliged, as a Christian duty, to obey their masters, and 
masters, as a Christian duty, were obliged to release their slaves. David 
Walker, an African American, wrote in 1829 his Appeal to the Coloured 
Citizens of the World, in which he condemned the slaveholders as acting 
contrary' to the substance of Peter’s famous sermon in Acts 10, where at 
verse 34-36 the Apostle says, “Truly I perceive that God shows no par- 
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tiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right 
is acceptable to him. You know the word which he sent to Israel, preach¬ 
ing the good news of peace by Jesus Christ.” Against those Christians 
who did not repent of their slave-holding Walker invoked the punish¬ 
ment of the returning Christ, in Revelation 22:11-12: “Let the evildoer 
still do evil, and the filthy still be filthy, and the righteous still do right, 
and the holy still be holy. Behold, I am coming soon, bringing rec¬ 
ompense, to repay every one for what he has done.” 

Abolitionism, essentially a radical and secular political reform move¬ 
ment, would take its moral mandate from this sense of injustice and 
judgment. Its agenda was not to reform the Bible, but to use, according 
to its members, the clear moral principles of the Bible and its social 
sanction to obliterate slavery from the nation. The abolitionists had no 
patience with the exegetical niceties of their Christian slaveholding op¬ 
ponents, and thought of them as Pharisees who, while straining a gnat 
from their soup, would willingly swallow a camel. They knew that the 
devil could quote scripture for his own purposes, and their purpose was 
to destroy the devil and all his works, and to redeem scripture itself. 


After the War, the Battle Begins 

One could argue that the chief victim of the Civil War was not the 
vanquished South, but the Bible. 5 Its authority had been challenged. 
Those who had trusted in it to preserve the righteousness of the southern 
case for slavery were utterly defeated and disappointed. Those who had 
been used to a clear and consistent view of biblical morality and au¬ 
thority were saddened, and perhaps surprised, to see that the Bible could 
be read in so many different ways, and could be heard to speak in 
contradictory and divisive terms. We tend to think that the Bible suffered 
at the hands of the new and rampant science, and that Darwinism, with 
its challenge to the intellectual authority of the Bible, compromised its 
unity and credibility. It may well be argued, however, that the battle for 
the Bible that counted and contributed to a radically different way of 



interpreting its messages was substantially a moral one, and the issues 
were by no means settled by the military cessation of hostilities at Ap- 
pomatox Court House. Brothers went to war and shed blood in the most 
divisive form of human conflict, a civil war, and did so in large measure 
on the authority of mutually exclusive readings of scripture. Those who 
"w on" w on the right to view themselves as on the right side of the battle 
for the Bible. Those who “lost,” however, contrary to all logic, neither 
capitulated their reading of the Bible to their victors, nor abandoned 
the Bible for themselves. 

A historian of the Southern Baptists, writing of the period 1865 to 
1900, noted that in accepting the defeat of the South in the Civil War 
as "providential” and “the will of God,” they absolved themselves of 
responsibility and never repudiated either secession or slavery, the os¬ 
tensible cause of the conflict. In fact, to the notion that the war might 
have been God’s means of abolishing slavery, one Southern Baptist cor¬ 
respondent of the period responded that the very idea was preposterous, 
as it was well and widely known that slavery was approved of in both 
the Old and the New Testaments. While for others God might have 
ov erruled their views on slavery through the means of the terrible war, 
they would accept God’s will but they would not change their minds. 
In 1869, a writer to The Christian Index, a Southern Baptist journal of 
opinion, said, “Now I would certainly be opposed to the restoration of 
slavery in this country, but I have undergone no change on the right¬ 
eousness of slavery, nor can I change until convinced that our Bible is 
not the book of God.” 6 

Racism is the mother of slavery, segregation is the child of slavery, 
and all were believed to be amply supported by the Bible. As the South¬ 
ern Baptists were not willing to give up their Bibles, neither were they 
w illing to change their reading of the divine arrangements for society as 
described in the Bible. Their accommodation to the new world order 
imposed by their loss of the Civil War was the system of racial segre¬ 
gation that emerged to preserve the southern way and, like slavery, was 
found to be sanctioned in the Bible. In the struggles against racial de¬ 
segregation, which began in earnest in the South after World War II, 
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and the desegregation of the armed forces at the executive order of 
President Truman, himself a Southern Baptist, the South, in the mem¬ 
orable phrase of Senator Harr)' Flood Byrd of Virginia, offered “massive 
resistance,” arguing that “you can’t legislate morality,” and that “you 
can’t go against the Bible.” The incident that inspired Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail” was a letter addressed 
to him from largely Southern Baptist clergymen who, in the name of 
civil peace and scripture, urged him to end his crusade for civil rights. 
Part of their argument was that King’s actions were unbiblical and un¬ 
charitable, and that no one in the name of religion should be coerced 
into changing his mind on deeply held, devoutly held, principle. 

Minds and hearts are indeed very difficult to change, and especially 
so when the unchanged mind and heart are sustained in their convic¬ 
tions by the sanctions of the Bible, to which all authority is submitted, 
and when those convictions reinforce and are reinforced by the cultural 
consensus —those extra-biblical lenses through which scripture itself in¬ 
evitably is read. Minds and hearts were already changing in the culture 
of the South, however, and the source of that change was not necessarily 
the culture imperialism of the alien North, but a changed reading and 
hearing of scripture. For example, in 1956 Floyd Bryant, a self-confessed 
“sixty-three year old white man, a Baptist, and a Southerner,” wrote an 
article in The Southern Baptist Review and Expositor under the title, 
“On Integration in the Churches.” This is what he wrote: 

Throughout the first sixty' years of my life I never questioned but 
that Peter’s confession that “God is no respecter of persons” (Acts 
10:34) referred exclusively to the differences among white Christian 
persons. Neither did I question that segregation was Christian, and 
that it referred to the separation of white and Negro people. Three 
years ago (1953) these views were completely transformed. I became 
convinced that God makes no distinctions among people whatever 
their race and that segregation is exclusively by God in the final 
judgment. I exchanged the former views which I had absorbed from 
my environment, for the latter views which I learned from the New 
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Testament. 1 came to understand the meaning of Paul’s plea, “Be 
not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing 
of vour mind, that ve may prove what is that good, and acceptable, 
and perfect will of God.” 7 (Romans 12:2) 


Fixed Text and Changed Minds 

Here we have an instance, and a remarkably vivid one at that, in which 
the mind and the heart are changed because scripture requires that in 
Christ minds and hearts be changed —or transformed, in Paul’s lan¬ 
guage. WTiat is remarkable is that the text itself remains fixed and un¬ 
changed. No new translations have emerged to clarify textual issues. No 
hidden or lost manuscripts have been unearthed that would unfix long- 
settled opinion. No startling revelations external to the biblical text have 
been discovered with radical new information. What has changed, how¬ 
ever, is the climate of interpretation, indeed, the lenses with which we 
read the texts and tell the tales. The texts have not changed but we have, 
and the world with us. Scripture, like Jesus Christ himself, may be the 
same yesterday, today, and forever, but our capacity to read scripture 
and to appropriate Jesus Christ and his teachings is not. No one in 
contemporary America, except perhaps the most hard-bitten white su- 
premicist, would read scripture with regard to race in the same way as 
Southern Baptists read it a century ago, or even thirty years ago; and no 
one feels that some travesty of scriptural integrity has happened because 
of that fact. The racial theories based on the tortured inheritance of the 
sons of Noah, upon which racism in America and apartheid in South 
Africa were based, have yielded to Saint Paul’s notion of the new cre¬ 
ation in Christ and the transformed, renewed mind. The very same Paul 
who was seen as the apostle of the status quo is now also, and by the 
same people, seen as the apostle of liberation. 

It is not scripture that has changed, but rather the moral imagination 
by which we see ourselves, and see and read scripture. It is that moral 
imagination that tells us what we see and hear in scripture, and it is 
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that same imagination that allows us to translate those transforming im¬ 
ages into the world in which we find ourselves. The moral imagination, 
liberated from slavery to the literal text, also liberates from the cultural 
captivity of context both ancient and contemporary, and is informed by 
nothing less than what Christians call the Holy Spirit. That is why the 
Book of Hebrews describes scripture as “sharper than a two-edged 
sword.” That is why scripture is referred to as “the lively oracles of God.” 

Anticipating the act of the Southern Baptists by two years, no less a 
Southern Baptist and American icon than Billy Graham defined racial 
and ethnic hatred as a sin. Writing in Christianity Today in October 
1993, of the culture of which he has been so conspicuous a part, Graham 
said: 

Tragically, too often in the past evangelical Christians have turned 
a blind eye to racism or have been willing to stand aside while 
others take the lead in racial reconciliation, saying it was not our 
responsibility. (I admit I share in that blame.) As a result, may 
efforts toward reconciliation in America have lacked a Christian 
foundation and may not outlive the immediate circumstances that 
brought them into existence. 

Then, with the authority of the preacher who has lived intimately and 
publicly in the culture to which he now speaks, Billy Graham con¬ 
cludes: 

Our consciences should be stirred to repentance by how far we 
have fallen short of what God asks us to be as agents of reconcili¬ 
ation. ... Of all people, Christians should be the most active in 
reaching out to those of other races, instead of accepting the status 
quo of division and animosity. 8 

C. Eric Lincoln, the distinguished social historian of black America, 
when asked in the summer of 1995 to comment on the Southern Bap¬ 
tists’ repentance, said, “Just think of all the violence and bitterness we 



might ha\ c been spared if the Southern Baptists had repudiated racism 
sooner." This doubtless is true, and the sentiment of some that this is 
too little, too late, while ungracious, is surely understandable. This, 
though, is not about timetables, nor is it really about correcting a his¬ 
torical grievance; it is about how we read the Bible, and about the 
creation of the moral imagination that allows us to do so. In that same 
moral imagination it is never too late to be right, or to be good. 



CHAPTER 6 


THE BIBLE AND ANTI-SEMITISM: 
CHRISTIANITY’S ORIGINAL SIN 


T HE Harvard University Choir, arguably one of the great choral 
groups in America, has enjoyed that reputation over a very long 
period of time and refreshes it regularly with an astonishing output of 
good singing. Under a succession of distinguished choirmasters it has 
embraced the world’s greatest choral literature, and when it sings the 
incomparable repertoire of Palestrina, Schutz, Mozart, and Bach on a 
Sunday morning in The Memorial Church, it preaches as no mere 
prose preacher can. Where words fail, or at best divide, music succeeds 
at the most fundamental and ultimate level of communication, and 
many an undergraduate singer, indifferent to theology, unmoved by the 
Bible, and perhaps even hostile to religion, has been brought to the 
borders of heaven itself by the experience of singing this great choral 
literature of the Christian West. 

It was a profound experience of a quite different sort with which I 
was confronted after a University Choir performance of Bach’s St. John 
Passion on a Good Friday evening some years ago. The rehearsals had 
been long and intense, the performance, on the most solemn evening 
of the Christian year, was perfection itself, and on the next day, Holy 
Saturday, the day before Easter, one of the undergraduate singers came 
to see me. She was in tears, and they were not of joy. Her dilemma was 
that she loved the music of Bach to which her singing in our choir had 
introduced her, and the most demanding and satisfying aesthetic exper¬ 
ience of her young life had been achieved in the performance of the 
evening before. 

As her fellow singers had, she had steeped herself in the music and 
in the countless rehearsals that had made the performance itself almost 
something of an anticlimax. True singer that she was, she knew that the 
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true experience was in the rehearsals. The actual performance, however, 
had unhinged her. She was Jewish, she knew German, and she was tom 
apart because the cultural experience that had given to her and to so 
many others such pleasure was also the very same cultural experience 
that had destroyed her people and that remained a constant threat to 
the integrity of her own cultural identity. While her aesthetic self said, 
"This music is beautiful, and Bach is a genius, and these are the most 
exquisite sounds known to the human ear,” her existential self said, 
"This text is against me and my people, and combined they represent 
evervthing horrid and hateful that has ever happened to any Jew at the 
hands of any Christian. How can this be good music or God’s music? 
How dare I participate in it, much less enjoy it?” 

I could listen to her and try really to hear what she was saying. I could 
talk on and on about contextualization, and art transcending politics, 
and the ironic hope that beauty could cancel wickedness, but I knew 
in my heart that I had little of real substance to say to her because she 
was right. The beauty of Bach’s passion was grounded in the horrid 
realities of Christianity’s original sin of anti-Semitism, amplified, alas, 
by the Lutheran culture of post-Reformation Germany within which 
Bach had flourished and done his best work. 

As a footnote to this, I asked my colleague, the university choirmaster, 
why the Passion was not sung in English, since an English translation 
of the text had been provided while the performance in the darkened 
church had been given in flawless German. I expected him to give me 
some artistically correct apology for authentic performance practice in 
an effort to reproduce the effect of the Lutheran services of the eigh¬ 
teenth century where these passions would be performed, but he did 
not. With a pastoral sympathy equal to his capacity for making great 
music, he said, “In German it is less harsh; we can have much of the 
beauty without most of the pain.” That “pain” was not the suffering of 
Jesus. It was rather the pain that Christians, in the name of that suffering 
Jesus, have imposed upon the Jews. 

Another instance of the painfulness of Christianity occurred early in 
my ministry in The Memorial Church. My predecessor had extended 
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the hospitality of the university’s church, a consecrated Christian space 
lean in the architectural vernacular of Harvard’s New England Protes¬ 
tant heritage, for use of the Jewish community at the time of the autumn 
High Holy Days. Space for meetings was ever in short supply, and the 
addition of space in The Memorial Church was a welcome relief. I was 
delighted to continue the happy custom, finding it congenial that this 
house of prayer for all people was in fact being used hospitably for all 
people. A crisis, however, arose when for the first time in this relation¬ 
ship one of the functionaries making arrangements for the Jewish ser¬ 
vices asked that the one cross, carved into the woodwork of the rood 
screen that separates nave and chancel from choir, be covered up. This 
had never before been requested, and I confessed to a certain reluctance 
to agreeing to the request, arguing that it would not make the space any 
less Christian to the Jewish worshipers, and it would give considerable 
offense to those who would regard the covering of the cross as an act 
of gross insensitivity to the Christian faith. 

It was explained to me then that at the High Holy Days, in addition 
to the young people of the university who would throng to the services, 
there would also be many older people and for some of these the sight 
of a Christian cross in the place of their most intimate and significant 
devotions would represent neither hospitality nor generosity of spirit. It 
would represent the horrors of two thousand years of Christian anti- 
Semitism and, for many, more immediate memories of the twisted cross 
of the Holocaust. No hospitality at all was better than a hospitality, 
however generous and sincere, that invoked such terrors upon one’s 
guests. I had long known, in something of an abstract way, the painful 
fallout of Christian anti-Semitism, but never before had I been con¬ 
fronted with the unavoidable fact that what was dearest to me in all the 
world, the sign and symbol of all that was true and good and holy, was 
not merely a “stumbling block,” to use Saint Paul’s freighted phrase in 
his letter to the Corinthians, but a gallows —a sign of all the perversity 
of which this fallen world is capable. 

We never resolved the matter, for life is too untidy for a solution that 
would put all of our anxieties to rest, but we did reach an accommo- 
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dation with Solomonic implications. We decided that rather than ex¬ 
clude svmbols, we would include them, and we commissioned the 
manufacture of a Torah screen with suitable inscriptions in Hebrew, 
from Hebrew scripture, which on the High Holy Days would enrich the 
worship of all God’s people in this particular space. The very untidy 
nature of this episode forced me as a Christian minister to face the 
remorseless tensions between the exclusive and inclusive elements of 
mv Christian faith. 

Not all Christian ministers, however, are allowed the luxury of learn¬ 
ing within a climate of thoughtful dialogue all that they need to know 
on these matters. The case of the Reverend Bailey Smith, formerly pres¬ 
ident of the Southern Baptist Convention, America’s largest Protestant 
denomination, comes to mind. On August 22, 1980, Smith was quoted 
as saying, 

“I’m telling you, all other gods besides Jehovah and his son Jesus 
Christ are strange gods. It’s interesting to me . .. how you have a 
Protestant to pray, and a Catholic to pray, and then you have a Jew 
to pray. With all due respect to those dear people, my friends, God 
Almighty does not hear the prayer of a Jew. For how in the world 
can God hear the prayer of a man who says that Jesus Christ is not 
the true Messiah? It is blasphemous. It may be politically expedient 
. . . because no one can pray unless he prays through the name of 
Jesus Christ. It is not Jesus among many. It is Jesus, and Jesus only. 

It is Christ only. There is no competition for Jesus Christ.”' 

Nearly every major paper in the country carried an account of Dr. 
Smith’s remarks, usually under a headline such as GOD DOES NOT HEAR 
JEWISH PRAYERS. The reactions were swiff and predictable. Marc Te- 
nenbaum, national Interreligious Affairs director for the American Jew¬ 
ish Committee, called the remarks “morally offensive, really a 
defamation of four thousand years of loyalty,” and accused Smith of 
“invincible ignorance.” The director of the Interfaith Witness at the 
Southern Baptist Mission Board, said that Smith’s remark, “instead of 
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furthering understanding, actually impedes it.” The editor of The Bible 
Recorder, the journal of the Baptist State Convention of North Carolina, 
said that he felt sorry for Southern Baptist missionaries working in Israel. 
“These words,” he said of Smith’s remarks, “could easily negate all the 
fine spadework that former SBC president Jimmy Allen and others have 
done there.” Smith’s remarks were apparently broadcast all over Israel, 
in Hebrew and in English, on the eve of Yom Kippur. Even Ronald 
Reagan got into the debate during his campaign for the presidency. 
Distancing himself from Jerry Falwell and from Bailey Smith, Mr. Rea¬ 
gan said, “Since both the Christian and Judaic religions are based on 
the same God, the God of Moses, I’m quite sure those prayers are heard. 

. . . But then, I guess everybody can make his own interpretation of the 
Bible, and many individuals have been making differing interpretations 
for a long time.” 2 

Smith himself said, “I was emphasizing the distinctive nature of Jesus 
Christ. I still believe it is blasphemous to say that Jesus Christ is not the 
Messiah or Savior.” He went on to say, “As a Christian minister I must 
proclaim what the Bible says in I Timothy 2:5: ‘For there is one God, 
and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.’ ” Let¬ 
ters of support appeared in Southern Baptist denominational periodicals 
indicating that Smith’s position was by no means out of the mainstream 
of Southern Baptist opinion. One, typical of these, concluded: “The 
very name of Jesus is an offense to the Jew. But the only way they can 
ever be saved, and we will never get them or anyone else saved by 
compromising the gospel of Jesus Christ in order to make it palatable 
to the natural mind.” 

The writer based her argument on Acts 4:12: “Neither is there salva¬ 
tion in any other: for there is none other name under heaven given 
among men, whereby we must be saved.” To her, Smith had got it right, 
and the criticism he was seeing from around the world simply confirmed 
the truth of what he had to say. “There is no other God but by the way 
of the cross. And we should never compromise the word of God in order 
not to offend the world.” 

The controversy died down as the nation turned to the presidential 
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elections of November 1980, and Bailey Smith and Rabbi Ronald B. 
Sobel. head of the National Program Committee of the Anti-Defamation 
League of B'nai B’rith, announced the establishment of a joint working 
group and a seven-point program which, they argued, “represents an 
important step forward for Baptists and Jews.” The controversy seemed 
settled, but the relationship between the views of Dr. Smith, which 
proved so offensive to many, and the Christian scriptures upon which 
they appear to be based, is an issue that has been with us since the 
earliest days of the Christian community, and will not go away, and is 
not easily resolved. The critical question is whether it is possible to 
believe in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, and to believe the New 
Testament as the living and true word of God in which Jesus is revealed, 
and to not be anti-Semitic? Or, as a contemporary New Testament 
scholar has put it, “When reading the Bible, must the Good News for 
Christians always be bad news for Jews?” 


What Does the Bible Say About Jews? 

And all the people answered, “His blood be on us and on our 
children.” Then he [Pontius Pilate] released for them Barabbas, 
and having scourged Jesus, delivered him to be crucified. 

(Matthew 27:25-26) 

Then what advantage has the Jew? (Romans 3:1) 

And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name 
in heaven given among men by which we must be saved. 

(Acts 4:12) 

For you, brethren, became imitator of the churches of God in 
Christ Jesus which are in Judea; for you suffered the same things 
from your own countrymen as they did from the Jews, who killed 
both the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and dis¬ 
please God and oppose all men by hindering us from speaking to 
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the Gentiles that they may be saved, so as always to fill up the 
measure of their sins. But God’s wrath has come upon them at 
last! (1 Thessalonians 2:14-16) 

Given what the Bible clearly says, and if one takes what the Bible 
says seriously, how can anyone fault Bailey Smith for what he said? The 
conventional wisdom is that the Bible, and particularly the New Tes¬ 
tament, defines how Christians are to see themselves and to see others 
in relation to themselves. Must the Christian identity be sacrificed, 
muted, or compromised in order to satisfy the sensibilities of others, 
particularly of Jews? One Christian point of view toward anti-Semitism, 
alas of long-standing, is that anti-Semitism would disappear if all Jews 
simply accepted Jesus as the Messiah and became Christians. “Com¬ 
pleted Jews,” as the Jews for Jesus describe Jews who affirm the mes- 
siahship of Jesus, would then accept the essential truths of the Christian 
scriptures as true not only for Christians, but true for themselves as well. 
The Christian ambition for the conversion of the Jews, a conversion 
regularly prayed for from the Middle Ages until fairly recent days, in 
the Christian liturgies for Good Friday, would then be accomplished, 
and the New Testament prayer attributed to Jesus, “that they all may be 
one,” would be answered. 


The Conventional Wisdom 

The conventional wisdom for most modern Christians is that we differ¬ 
entiate ourselves from the harsh and cruel anti-Semitism of former 
times. We do not engage in persecution of the Jews in the brutal fashion 
of premodern Europe. We are not like the medieval Christians, who, 
on their way to the crusades to rescue the Holy Land from godless Islam, 
also boasted of slaying Jews as they traveled. We recoil at the cruel 
pogroms of Europe, the expulsion of the Jews from Christian countries, 
the creation of ghettos, the blatant discrimination, great and small, 
against the Jews in the most civilized countries of Europe. Some of us 
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wince at Shvlock in The Merchant of Venice, and at Fagin in Oliver 
Tw ist, and feel a guilts - pleasure when we like the music of that colossal 
anti-Semite Richard Wagner. Culturally, we have, over a very long pe¬ 
riod of time, become sensitive to the overt social and political anti- 
Semitism that has stained all Western societies, and we recoil at any 
egregious manifestations of Jew-baiting and discrimination. Tolerance 
and the American sense of fair play keep us, as a rule, aware of the risks 
to ourselves and to our society of anti-Semitism, and we recognize in 
the Father Coughlins of an earlier generation, and in the David Dukes 
of our own, the blatant dangers to our cherished civic pluralism. 

Yet, while recognizing the social and cultural dimensions of anti- 
Semitism, and while seeking to redress past grievances and to prevent 
new ones, we nevertheless should remember that anti-Semitism is at 
heart a religious phenomenon, and for Christians, at the heart of reli¬ 
gious conviction and identity, sanctioned by the Bible and by the culture 
of interpretation that shapes how we read and hear the Bible. Temper¬ 
ance was an issue in which the Bible was used to support an extra- 
biblical concern; the Bible represented a divided mind on the issue of 
slavery; but, and alas for the case of anti-Semitism, the Bible seems to 
be hardly ambiguous at all. We could argue with Bailey Smith’s politics, 
his good sense and judgment, his cultural sensitivity, his sense of pro¬ 
priety, and his responsibility as a public figure of significant influence; 
how, though, could we argue with his reading of the New Testament, 
which seems not only to justify his position toward the prayers of Jews, 
unpalatable as it may be, but represents as well the way in which his 
fellow Christians for nearly two thousand years have read the same texts 
and reached something of the same conclusions? This is not to say that 
all Christians and all readings of Christian scriptures are inherently anti- 
Semitic. It is to say that the virus of anti-Semitism is in the bloodstream 
of inherited Christianity, and that it takes enormous effort and will to 
address that painfully indisputable fact. 

The “original sin” of Christianity is not so much the fall from grace 
in the Garden of Eden and the consequent loss of innocence; for Chris¬ 
tians the original sin of anti-Semitism has to do with the fact that in the 
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name of the risen Christ and the loving Jesus, and in pursuit of the 
righteousness and virtue of his service, we Christians, in the name of 
good and of God, are responsible for the systematic destruction of God’s 
chosen and beloved people, the Jews. “As a Christian,” wrote a 1937 
prizewinning essayist in a little book, How to Combat Anti-Semitism in 
America , published by Opinion, a journal of Jewish life and letters, “I 
find it difficult to look a Jew in the eyes without a sense of shame. As 
a member of one of the great majority groups that outnumber the Jews 
of the world by more than a hundred to one, I feel like a cad and a 
coward because of anti-Semitism.” The essay was titled “A Job for Chris¬ 
tians.” And so it is. 

It is not an easy job, however, for how can the average reader of 
scripture be expected to read the account of the crucifixion in Matthew 
27, and not see in Holy Writ that “the people” in verses 25 and 26, the 
Jews, accept responsibility for the death of Jesus when they demand that 
Pilate, the governor, crucify him? Not only do they accept responsibility 
for themselves, relieving the Roman civil authorities of it, but they ac¬ 
cept responsibility for their children as well. “His blood be on us and 
our children,” invites both the epithet of “Christ killers,” and a blood 
curse upon all Jews down through the centuries. Repeated in Latin 
homilies, and enshrined in the great passion music of Christian com¬ 
posers, this attribution of Jewish acceptance of guilt for the death of 
Jesus reminded Jewish Christians and Christian biblical scholars that in 
the Hebrew Bible bloodguilt or illicit bloodshed pollutes the earth. Such 
contamination, according to Numbers 35:33-34, can be expunged only 
by shedding the blood of the killer or killers. “You shall not thus pollute 
the land in which you live,” says Numbers, “and no expiation can be 
made for the land, for the blood that is shed in it, except by the blood 
of him who shed it.” This is nothing less than a license to kill in the 
name of avenging the blood of Jesus. It is not the heirs of Pontius Pilate 
and of Roman civil authority who are to make expiation; it is the Jews. 
This was not some abstract point of theology or some obscure matter of 
biblical exegesis. This was clear to anyone, anywhere, who ever bore a 
grudge against a Jew. Is it any wonder, then, that when Jews see a cross 



The Bible and Anti-Semitism 


( Hi 

thev both fear and expect a knock on the door in the middle of the 
night? 

Responsibility for the death of Jesus —indeed, in orthodox Christian 
doctTine. the death of God —is grave enough. Continuing obduracy in 
the face ot the claims of Christianity compounds the original grievance 
against the Jews. Refusing to recognize Jesus—whose name is above 
ev en name —as Lord, and hindering those who do, is the sin of the Jew 
who is called variously in the epistles “stiff-necked,” “hard of heart,” and 
even, by the early Christians, “enemies of God.” In the English prayer- 
books descended from the Latin rites of the Roman Catholic Church 
of ancient times, among the so-called solemn collects on Good Friday 
until very recent days would be found one that numbers the Jews among 
Turks, infidels, and heretics and, after asking God’s mercy on them, 
prays: 

... and take away from them all ignorance, hardness of heart, and 
contempt of thy word; and so fetch them home, blessed Lord, to 
thy flock, that they may be saved among the remnant of the true 
Israelites, and be made one fold, under one shepherd Jesus Christ 
our Lord. 

Recent revisions of the Book of Common Prayer have softened this 
collect considerably, and the English version is itself a toned-down ver¬ 
sion of the old Roman collect, which referred to the “perfidious Jews.” 

With the destruction of the Jewish Temple in C.E. 70, Gentiles saw 
themselves proven right and the Jews wrong. The Jews’ punishment had 
now begun, and all that had been theirs, the covenant and promises of 
the Hebrew Bible, even the very name Israel, now passed into the pos¬ 
session of the Christians. Augustine, one of Christianity’s most signifi¬ 
cant thinker since biblical times, would write in the fourth century that 
“all that was concealed in the Old [Testament] was revealed in the New 
[Testament],” meaning that the very Hebrew scriptures themselves were 
now in full possession of the Christians. 

All of this is deeply rooted in the subconscious identity of the Chris- 
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tian inheritance, where, on the basis of reading and hearing the Bible, 
and of being faithful to the Church whose book it is, to be a Christian 
would appear to require that one be anti-Jewish, and it confirms at the 
heart of the Christian faith what Krister Stendahl, sometime bishop of 
the Church of Sweden, calls “the most persistent heresy of Christian 
theology and practice.” What will it take to unmask this demon and set 
us all free? 


After Auschwitz 

“Unless the church is reconciled with the Israel of God,” writes Clark 
M. Williamson in a Christian Century piece of October 13, 1993, “The 
Church’s Mission and the People of Israel,” “it is hard to see how it 
can claim to be reconciled with the God of Israel.” Fifty years after the 
Holocaust and the nearly successful attempt to rid the world of the Jews, 
and nearly as many years after the founding of the State of Israel, what 
can be news about the relationship between Christians and Jews? De¬ 
spite the memorials to the Jewish dead of the German campaign against 
the Jews, and the sustained visibility of the new Jewish state rising out 
of those ashes; despite the vigilance of the Anti-Defamation League and 
the best of intentions, anti-Semitism remains an ugly fact of life for both 
Jews and Christians. The most fundamental place to address its root 
causes is in the Bible, and it is in the aftermath of Auschwitz that this 
process has at long last begun. We have needed new lenses through 
which to read old texts, new experiences through which to filter old 
truths and preconceptions. If any good can come out of the world’s 
descent into the abyss that was Auschwitz, a thoroughgoing reassessment 
of the biblical basis for Christian anti-Semitism is one such good. Some 
of the best and the brightest of the new generation of biblical scholars 
have been addressing themselves to this matter for some time. The har¬ 
vest of their scholarship is both considerable and radical, radical in the 
correct sense of that much-maligned word, which means getting back 
to the root. 
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No one argues that Adolf Hitler functioned as a Christian in the 
promulgation of his racist theories, but it can hardly be doubted that 
centuries of anti-Semitic readings of Christian scripture gave him cul¬ 
tural permission, indeed encouragement, to do as he did. If the con¬ 
nection for the Christian is difficult to sustain, it is not for the Jew, who, 
through the voice of Elie Wiesel, recalls that the German officers and 
staff who conducted the daily work of the prison camp at Auschwitz 
received communion weekly in the Catholic parish church. The work 
of Satan and the work of God in this horrible proximity seemed to go 
hand in hand. If for the Jew the question after Auschwitz, as Richard 
Rubenstine once put it, is “Where is God?,” then for the thoughtful 
Christian the question is exactly the same. For a generation, biblical 
scholarship has sought to find and disseminate an honest answer. 


Could We Have Got It Wrong? 

Perhaps the most visible public theologian practicing today is Professor 
Hans Kting, director of the Institute for Ecumenical Research at the Uni¬ 
versity of Tubingen. He has been described as the Pavarotti of theology, 
not so much because he shares the enormous popularity of the Italian 
tenor who brings to ordinary people in the Hollywood Bowl the high cul¬ 
ture of opera but because he takes theology out of the seminary, and even 
outside the church, and into the popular discourse of our age. Now nearly 
twenty years ago, as custodian of a set of endowed lectures at Harvard, I in¬ 
vited Professor Kiing to address the university on the subject of his then 
new and very popular book, On Being a Christian. For three nights he 
held forth in the university church, filled to capacity with the great, the 
good, and the generally curious and eager. Priests and nuns from all over 
New England mingled with street people and with the university crowd. 
Each evening, in an almost parody of the German professor, Kiing deliv¬ 
ered himself of a set of theses that he proposed to answer, an intellectual’s 
catechism of the Christian faith. He took no prisoners, condescended to 
no one, and put in a bravura performance. The format was as old as a me- 
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dieval disputation; the content was refreshingly, even stunningly, radical. 
He caught and kept the rapt attention of one of the most secular audi¬ 
ences on earth, and he did so by making them think, perhaps many of 
them for the first time, about the consequences of thinking about holy 
things. 

In the years since, Hans Kiing has neither been silent, to the dismay 
of his ecclesiastical Fathers in God in Rome, nor has he been unpro¬ 
ductive. In 1992 he published Judaism: Between Yesterday and Tomorrow, 
in which he addresses head-on the vexed topic of anti-Judaism in the 
New Testament. Asked if he would conclude that the New Testament 
is simply an anti-Jewish collection of documents, Kiing said, “The apol¬ 
ogetic positions of Christians in former times should not be replaced 
with any polemical position associated with our times.’’ Conceding that 
there are elements of anti-Judaism in the New Testament, he said that 
“we have to understand them in their historical context. We also have 
to strive at all costs to avoid interpreting them in the light of the anti- 
Judaism which lies within ourselves and within the Christian commu¬ 
nity.” In an interview on his book with James H. Charlesworth of 
Explorations, Kiing was asked how we translate the Greek New Testa¬ 
ment so that it reflects its social and narrative context but cannot be 
used to inflame hatred for the Jews in our communities. To this he 
replied that “translations implying that Jesus was a non-Jew and that the 
Jews were against him are inappropriate and m^representative.F’or 
Kiing, as for so many scholars of the New Testament and its relationship 
to anti-Jewish sentiment, the question of translation and the circum¬ 
stances of the writing itself—text, context, and subtext, indeed, even pre¬ 
text, as we might say in the literary trade —is critical, and a matter too 
important to be left to the experts. 

An example of the importance of understanding context is the gospel 
of John, widely regarded as the most anti-Jewish of the four gospels. 
There are constant confrontations between Jesus and “the Jews,” and 
the Jews are made to represent an ossified orthodoxy critical of Jesus 
and eager to do him harm and to prevent his teaching from being heard. 
The Jews claim to speak for Abraham, but Jesus tells them that they do 
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not understand Abraham, nor do they act as Abraham did. Even the 
seemingly innocent miracle at Cana is interpreted in the form of anti- 
Jewish polemic, a fact that could easily be missed in our earlier fasci¬ 
nation with the matter of wine and water. At the hands of a good 
exegete. the wine that had been exhausted quickly became the old cov¬ 
enant. the law, or the Jews; and the new wine, the best, which was 
served last and caused the comment of praise and surprise, this was the 
gospel now preached by Jesus. Within the very first miracle in this gospel 
the distinction is made between those who followed the old way, the 
Jew s, and those w ho were now the beneficiaries of the new, the followers 
of Jesus, who became Christians. The climate of comparison and op¬ 
position is established at the very start of the gospel. 

Biblical scholars are quick to point out that the gospel itself is not 
anti-Semitic, but that “the text nurtures anti-Semitism in the church 
today." Robert Kyser, in “The Gospel of John and Anti-Jewish Po¬ 
lemic,” tells us that it is important for the reader of John to remember 
that everybody in the discourse of John is Jewish. There are no 
“Christians” there; they are all Jews. Second, we are to remember that 
"the gospel [of John] was written in response to the exclusion of the 
Johannine church from the synagogue, and the subsequent dialogue 
between these two religious parties.” In other words, the gospel is one 
side of a bitter family quarrel. Third, we are to remember that, as in 
the case w ith most quarrels, and particularly with those of family, the 
arguments are heated, even exaggerated, and the literary form for a 
heated and exaggerated form is a polemic. Invective, exaggeration, hy¬ 
perbole, sharply cast distinctions —this is all the stuff of polemic; and 
in the gospel of John the polemic is addressed to one group of Jews 
by another group of Jews. 4 

However, those leaders of the synagogue responsible for the expulsion 
of the Christian Jews, so the theory goes, can also be seen to be respon¬ 
sible for the death of the Lord. Historical circumstance has now been 
introduced to support the polemic, and “herein lies a dreadful danger. 
It (the Gospel] is now read and interpreted outside of its original situ¬ 
ation and beyond its original purpose. With the passing of centuries the 
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historical organ becomes more and more remote, less and less known 
or knowable.” What was situational has become normative, and the 
tragic consequences are only too well known to us. 

Another example of a critical misreading is to be found in the letter 
of Paul to the Romans. The history of interpretation is the history of the 
presuppositions that interpreters bring to their work. Biblical interpre¬ 
tation is a cumulative affair and, like a giant snowball, it gathers mo¬ 
mentum on the basis of its previous movement and picks up much in 
its path which becomes incorporated into the mass. The three great 
commentaries on Romans are those of Augustine, Luther, and Karl 
Barth, and none of these was written after Auschwitz. This means that 
the presence of anti-Semitism in the text of a major Christian writing, 
and the moral and social implications of such a reading for both jews 
and Christians, were not yet the problems they would prove to be when 
after Auschwitz one was compelled to face the issue. Perhaps it is a 
perverse violation of the Clinton administration’s policy of “Don’t ask, 
don’t tell.” Do we really want to know if there is anti-Semitic content 
in our most sacred book? If there is, and if we know that there is, then 
whatever are we to do with that information? 

The conventional wisdom about Paul is that he is a super-jew who, 
after his conversion on the road to Damascus, becomes a super- 
Christian. He repudiates his Jewish past and wants his fellow jews to 
join him now in his Christian faith, and when they decline the oppor¬ 
tunity he turns the full force of his polemic against them. It is possible 
that this is too bald a cartoon of the knowledge of Paul on the part of 
the average Christian, but, in paraphrase of H. L. Mencken, one would 
not lose too much money in underestimating the theological knowledge 
of the average Christian in the late twentieth century. 

What we learn from contemporary scholarship on Romans reminds 
us once again of the context in which Paul writes. 5 He repudiates neither 
Judaism nor God's special relationship with the Jews. Indeed, the Torah 
of the Jews was, and remains, the way of salvation for them. Paul’s 
argument is that the cross of Jesus is to Gentiles what the Torah is to 
Jews, and that both are means of salvation and righteousness. In other 
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w ords. )ows need not become Christians to obtain the promises —in the 
Torah they already have the promises as Jews. By the same token, Gen¬ 
tiles need not become Jews and subscribe to the law, for Gentiles cannot 
do so and because of the cross of Jesus do not need to do so. Paul’s 
argument is for an inclusive God who has provided for both Jews and 
Gentiles through the cross. God’s promises, the radical nature of those 
promises, is that they are for both Jew and Gentile. What the Jew now 
has and has never lost is, according to Paul, now also available to the 
Gentiles, to whom he is an apostle. Contrary to popular perception, 
Paul never argues in Romans that the Gentile church has displaced 
Israel, nor does he argue that the Jews must embrace Christ. He does 
argue that as God spoke to the Jews through the law, he now speaks to 
those outside the law, the Gentiles, through Christ. Jews are meant to 
embrace the good news of Christ, which is that he is the means for 
non-Jews to know God. The gospel for Paul is not simply “Christ cru¬ 
cified it is rather that through Christ crucified the Gospel has been 
extended to the Gentiles. 

These insights are the result of the fruitful work of Sidney G. Hill in 
his 1993 book Christian Anti-Semitism and Paul’s Theology, in which he 
reminds us, “The church has missed Paul’s assumption that the good 
news belongs to the Jewish people. The good news is discovered by 
Gentiles apart from the law through Christ. Paul’s good news was never 
intended to be bad news for Jewish people, but because the church 
failed to see Paul’s basic assumption, the good news for the Gentiles 
has become bad news for Jews.” Paul never doubts the inclusion of the 
Jews in the providence of God, and he is inclusive of Jews without 
requiring them to become Christians, that is, to put their faith in Christ. 
“For Paul,” says Sidney Hill, “Jews experience the righteousness of God 
through faith grounded in the living Torah, which includes the Abra- 
hamic promise. Gentiles experience the righteousness of God through 
the faithfulness of Christ.” 

The notion of Israel’s co-status before God, a Pauline concept so 
radical in the historic context of the Christian denigration of Judaism 
as inferior or superseded, is rooted in the irrevocable promises of God. 
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Just as God did not abandon the children of Israel in the time of the 
wilderness, but led them through to the promises, neither, according to 
Paul, has he abandoned them now. The promises of God are sure, and 
so too ought to be the status of those to whom the promises are made. 
In the matter of election the mind of God does not change; if it did, 
Christians would have much to fear. “For Paul, the Jewish people are 
beloved for the sake of their ancestors. Their acceptance as God’s elect 
is a present reality for Paul, whether or not they themselves are inclusive 
of Paul’s gospel. For the gifts and call of God are irrevocable.” 


If So * So What? 

If all of this is true, or even plausible, how is it that we have not heard 
this before, and what are the methods by which we hear it now? Fair 
question and fair comment. We did not see or hear this before because 
we had very' little problem with what we did see and hear. Paul, the 
Jew-cum-Gentile, made sense in a biblical worldview where Jews were 
of little if any account at all. Jews were bit players upon the New Tes¬ 
tament stage, present to drive the major argument that demonstrated 
that Christianity had succeeded where Judaism had failed, that God had 
chosen a new people, and that as a result of our win/lose mentality, 
present if not articulated in the history of Christian interpretation, we, 
that is, the Christians, won, and they, that is, the Jews, lost. History', we 
are told, even biblical history, is written by the winners. We do not ask 
questions about what isn’t there. 

But what isn’t there is the fact that Paul was a Jew who embraced 
Jews as Jews and not as potential Christians, and that Paul embraced a 
God who also embraced both Jews and Gentiles, providing Torah for 
the one and Christ for the other. In ridding the New Testament of its 
Jewishness, that is, of the tensions of change and continuity within the 
Jewish religious community and its consequences for the Gentiles, it 
soon became permissible to rid the world of the Jews. If they had a 
place in the Christian cosmology, it was, as Augustine and many others 
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would point out, to be reminded of how far they had fallen from God, 
and that the only way back was to cease to be Jews and to become 
Christians. 

Bv this reading of Romans, and of much of the rest of the Pauline 
writings. Paul would be appalled at Bailey Smith or with anyone else 
w ho said that the prayers of a Jew did not reach the ears of God. What 
utterly silly and profoundly unbiblical nonsense, and what terrible con¬ 
sequences have come from such unsound and dangerous readings of 
the New Testament. It does matter what the New Testament writers 
meant and wrote, and it matters even more that we understand, as 
clearly as our God-given minds permit, what they said, what they meant, 
to whom they said it, the context in which they said it, and the degree 
to which what they said and what they meant is now normative or 
situational. It simply will not do, it is a cultural luxury that we can no 
longer afford, if ever we could, for any Christian on the whims of an 
uninformed and culturally driven piety to read the Bible and to pro¬ 
nounce upon its meaning with any less effort than these questions re¬ 
quire. The Bible is too important to be left solely in the hands of the 
ignorant and the powerful, and after Auschwitz we should know better 
than to do so. 



CHAPTER 7 


THE BIBLE AND WOMEN: 
THE CONFLICTS OF INCLUSION 


❖ 

I N 1971, in my second year as assistant minister in The Memorial 
Church, I drew duty on the October Sunday when the first woman 
invited to preach in the church’s pulpit was due to appear. That woman 
was Professor Mary Daly, 1 a Roman Catholic theologian from neigh¬ 
boring Boston College. In my ignorance I was unaware that she was a 
rising power in the rising tide of feminist theology, and that to many 
she was a symbol of all that needed to be said about women, the Bible, 
and the church, that hadn’t yet been heard. My ignorance was nearly 
complete in that I had had no idea that I was to be witness to one of 
the defining moments in women’s religious history in the United States. 

Her sermon was titled “Beyond God the Father,” which would also 
become the title of one of her most influential books; the essence of 
her message on that autumn morning w'as that women had outlived 
patriarchy and the need of a patriarchal church. She had come to tell 
us that. Much more of the sermon I cannot recall, but I do recall that 
she led a walkout, and from the pulpit invited women and sympathetic 
men to join her. Many had come to The Memorial Church that morn¬ 
ing in order to do just that and at her invitation did so. The rest of 11s 
remained, sang the final hymn, “Love divine, all loves excelling,” and 
wondered what had happened. 

In the era of sit-ins, teach-ins, be-ins, and act-ins of all sorts, we should 
not have been surprised at a walkout. A few years before, James Forman, 
on behalf of a coalition of radical black activists, had walked in upon a 
service in New York’s Riverside Church and demanded the payment of 
“reparations.” Church services then were literally sitting targets for var¬ 
ious forms of social protest aimed at the Christian conscience. The 
greater the sense of grievance, the more provocative the level of 



confrontation. This, however, had not seemed like a confrontation, it 
had seemed more like a recessional; and what did it mean? Were these 
women w alking out of the Christian church for good? Were they just 
walking out of this service? Would they leave in order to return? Under 
w hat circumstances w'ould they return? How widespread was the inten- 
sitv of these feelings as articulated by Mary Daly? 

The aftermath varied. Some people were annoyed that the stately 
liturgy of The Memorial Church had been interrupted. A Roman Cath¬ 
olic woman of middle age, interested in the historical aspects of the first 
woman preaching at Harvard, and a Roman Catholic woman from Bos¬ 
ton College at that, w>as angry, saying, “She was so rude she gave us all 
a bad name, a terrible abuse of hospitality.” Certain undergraduates 
thought it had all been orchestrated as a rather theatrical ploy to get 
their attention and prove that the church was “with it.” Some applauded 
the action as a much needed and long-delayed shot across the bow of 
the institutional church. Some, recognizing the truly revolutionary na¬ 
ture of her presence, were glad that she left and hoped devoutly that 
she and her ideas would never be heard again. Most were quietly con¬ 
fused, mildly interested, and basically eager to get on with whatever 
thoughts Mary Daly’s exodus had interrupted. I felt that we had had a 
narrow escape, but that we had not heard the last of these matters, or 
from Man Daly, and I was right. 

In the quarter of a century since 1971, the liturgical, theological, and 
biblical agenda of the Christian church has been set by the concerns 
and issues of women who are determined that their experiences, hitherto 
repressed or marginalized, be taken into account and given priority 
within the church. No denomination has been spared wide-ranging and 
often deeply divisive debates about the appropriate place of women. An 
entirely new field of scholarship has emerged in which women have 
taken the critical tools once used to interpret them out of the picture 
and inserted themselves back in, creating academic programs and insti¬ 
tutes where there were none, and bringing a fully matured generation 
of new feminist scholars into the academy. The largest section in any 
divinity school bookstore these days is the section on women. They have 
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claimed the attention of every field and discipline, and they have stim¬ 
ulated creative work, and not all of it reactive, in all of these fields on 
the part of men as well. 

The effect of this stupendous achievement can be witnessed on every 
hand. “Gender issues,” once the private frustration and preserve of an 
inner circle of feminist scholarship, is now a generic concern. “Inclusive 
language,” a concept once exclusive to this same circle, now generates 
the language of liturgy, scholarship, hymnody, and even the language 
of Holy Scripture itself. It is not simply language that is to be inclusive, 
however, it is to be concepts as well. Few and far between are the places 
today where one can speak of Christian brotherhood, the Fatherhood 
of God, or mankind, without a wince, an apology, a hiss, and usually 
all three. The very geography of our discourse has been changed without 
a single shot being fired or a single piece of national legislation being 
filed and passed. Add to these fundamental conceptual changes the in¬ 
creased presence and influence of women among the ordained clergy 
in many denominations, including most recently the Church of En¬ 
gland and the Episcopal Church in Scotland, and the fact that even the 
pope, mightily opposed to women’s ordination in the Roman Catholic 
Church, has given attention to the status of women within that com¬ 
munion, and we realize that we have been witness to one of the great 
revolutions —paradigm shifts, as the chattering classes would say —in the 
Western world. We have perhaps seen nothing like it since the Refor¬ 
mation. 


What’s All the Fuss About? 

The issue of women in the churches would seem to have been settled 
long ago. Anyone who has spent any time in any of the churches would 
recognize that in most of them the dominant force is one of women. 
The congregations have women in the majority, the program for most 
churches is managed and supplied by women, initiatives in religious 
education and works of charity have long been the special province of 



The Bible and Women 


( 123 

women, and the moral and religious influences of home life have his- 
toricallv been shaped b\ women. In the African-American Protestant 
church tradition, women held places of great public honor and private 
influence, and were particularly influential in missionary movements 
both at home and abroad. Mothers of the Church, a derivative of the 
ancient title of Mothers in Israel, was a title of great esteem accorded 
to venerable women in certain traditions of the African-American 
church. The title implied both spiritual dignity and temporal influence, 
and pastors ignored that dignity and influence often at their peril. There 
were sample role models from the Bible as well, to affirm the presence 
and influence of women in the religious life of the churches. In the 
precedent and practice of the New Testament, the images are clear and 
the examples plentiful. We know that women took large and active parts 
in the work and worship of the Pauline church. Saint Paul’s first convert 
in Europe, we discover in Acts 16, is a woman, and a professional busi¬ 
nesswoman at that, Lydia. 

One who heard us was a woman named Lydia, from the city of 
Thyatira, seller of purple goods, who was a worshipper of God. The 
Lord opened her heart to give heed to what was said by Paul. And 
when she was baptized, with her household, she besought us, say¬ 
ing, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come to 
my house and stay.” And she prevailed upon us. (Acts 16:14-15) 

We know her to be a devout Jew, as she is described as a “worship¬ 
per of God,” and as she is worshiping on the Sabbath with other 
women outside the gate of the city and at the riverside, we can suppose 
that there were not enough men within the city to form a proper syn¬ 
agogue. As women could not be the founders of synagogues, what is 
impossible for Lydia as a devout Jewish woman becomes possible for 
her upon her conversion to the religion of Paul, and she is described as 
the founding member of the Christian community, which begins to 
meet in her house. Lydia behaves contrary to the social customs of the 
day. A Jewish woman, even as substantial a woman as was Lydia, ordi- 
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narily did not engage in theological discourse with men, and certainly 
not with strange men. Lydia has a conversation with Paul, and responds 
to that encounter by receiving baptism; and then she opens her house¬ 
hold to Paul and his colleagues, a rather gutsy enterprise. As the first 
European convert of Paul and the founder of her own house/church, 
Lydia is taken seriously by the author of Acts, and is meant to be taken 
seriously by all who read about her; and in her house/church we can 
assume that she did more than merely provide refreshments and sit at 
the apostles’ feet. 

There are other women given prominence in Acts, which leads var¬ 
ious commentators to suppose a special interest in women and the 
Christian church on the part of Luke-Acts. Sapphira, the wife of An¬ 
anias, is a woman of property and financial acumen, qualities that are 
not used to her spiritual advantage when with her husband she con¬ 
spires to hold back some of their wealth from the common property 
of the church. The judgment upon her and her husband is swift and 
fatal, as we read in one of the more chilling passages in Acts 5:1-11. 
Ananias and Sapphira are often used to illustrate less than complete 
integrity in the apostolic church, but the point often missed is that as 
a woman she is given equal billing with her husband and shares 
equally in his dismal fate. Then there is Tabitha, described in Acts 
9:36-41 as a woman “full of good works and charity,” who is raised 
from the dead by Peter. 

In Acts we are reminded that Paul was determined, in his preconver¬ 
sion zeal, to imprison both “men and women” who were members of 
the Christian communities subject to his persecution, and both men 
and women are baptized in response to the preaching of Philip in Sa¬ 
maria. We read of this in Acts 8. Women are frequently mentioned as 
responding to the effects of Paul’s preaching, and three instances alone 
in Acts 17 attest to this: 

Some were persuaded, and joined Paul and Silas, as did a great 

many of the devout Greeks and not a few of the leading women. 

(Acts 17:4) 
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Many therefore believed, and not a few Greek women of high 

standing as well as men. (Acts 17:12) 

But some men joined him and believed . . . and a woman named 

Damaris and others with them. (Acts 17:34) 

In his account of his own ministry, Paul indicates that women were 
not only among his converts but were his colleagues in the work of the 
gospel. In Romans 16:1-2, he cites Phoebe: “I commend to you our sister 
Phoebe, a deacon of the Church at Cenchreae, that you may receive 
her in the Lord as befits the saints, and help her in whatever she may 
require from you, for she has been a helper of many, and of myself as 
well.” 

We must linger here a bit with Phoebe. In the Greek text, Paul uses 
three titles to describe Phoebe: adelphe, “sister,” diakonos, “deacon,” 
and prostatis, “patroness.” These are not terms of endearment or de¬ 
scriptions of qualities or attributes, but rather titles of functions and roles 
that are ascribed to Phoebe by Paul. These titles have caused much 
discussion, and the second one, “deacon,” the most controversy. The 
Rev ised Standard Version of the Bible translated diakonos as “deacon¬ 
ess,” but most contemporary commentaries regard that as an incorrect 
translation. The term “deaconess” implies a Greek word not known to 
have been used in first century Greece, and it further implies a later 
usage in which a deaconess ministered almost exclusively to women and 
was in a subordinate role to men, who were deacons. Paul’s clear use 
of the term “deacon” in reference to Phoebe implies no such restric¬ 
tions. He applies the term to her in the same way he applies it to himself 
and to other colleagues in his ministry who preached and taught. Her 
activity may have been located in the church at Cenchrae, for she is 
described as a “deacon of the Church at Cenchreae,” but her function, 
and the title she bears that reflects it, are equivalent to those of Paul 
and his male colleagues. 

Her additional title of patron, helper, or protector—all translations of 
prostatis —implies that she was a woman of substance capable of pro- 
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viding necessary assistance to Paul and to many others. Like Lydia, she 
probably had a house large enough to accommodate a house/church, 
and a social position superior to that of Paul and most of his colleagues. 
One commentator goes so far as to suggest that Paul’s relationship to 
her was one of client to sponsor. 

Phoebe was thus no minor figure, and she clearly had a responsible 
position, which Paul himself took seriously. All of this comes to mind 
when I remember the debates of my youth in my local Baptist church, 
when the question of women was first raised. Deacons were by definition 
in our polity and tradition men of spiritual substance and authority who 
ruled with the pastor in all spiritual matters of the church and had 
explicit responsibility for sound doctrine and the relief of the poor. On 
Communion Sundays they sat in great state with the pastor at the Lord’s 
Table, and they had charge of the sacraments, the admission of mem¬ 
bers, and their discipline. Deacons often were elected for life, and their 
office was the highest the church could offer a person not ordained. In 
some instances, deacons were even ordained to their office. 

Deaconesses, however, were of another order, and first were merely 
the wives of deacons. Their job was to provide for the care of the Lord’s 
Table, and to be devoted to acts of charity and kindness, but unlike their 
husbands, they were not to “bear rule” in the church. To make a woman 
a deacon was to go against both nature and the New Testament, but 
more important, it was also to go against the customs of the church and 
the culture of interpretation. My own mother, a Baptist preacher’s 
daughter and a woman of strong convictions, not easily intimidated by 
men and not overly fond of the clergy, had no use for the idea of women 
deacons. She found the idea unscriptural, and while not lacking in self- 
confidence, she was not necessarily prepared to submit to the spiritual 
jurisdiction of women, especially those whom she know so well in her 
own church. She knew her Bible, but clearly she didn’t know all that 
she needed to know about her sister Phoebe. In this uninformed prej¬ 
udice she was not, and even today is not, alone. 

There are other women whom Paul takes seriously in his correspon¬ 
dence. After speaking of Phoebe, in the same chapter of Romans he 
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w rites. "Greet Prised and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, who 
risked their necks for my life, to whom not only I but also all the 
churches of the Gentiles give thanks; greet also the church in their 
house." (Romans 16:3-5) 

Prisca. also known as Priscilla, is accounted “the most prominent 
woman of the New Testament,” who, with her husband, Aquila. 
preached Christianity- in at least one of the Roman synagogues and 
caused such a tumult among the Roman Jews that the Roman civil 
authorities expelled them, among others, from the city. They moved on 
to Corinth, where Paul first encountered them. (I Corinthians 16:19) 
They then moved on to Ephesus, where they formed a house/church 
and were active with Paul as fellow missionaries among the Ephesians, 
and it was probably here that they “risked their necks” for Paul, earning 
his commendation and the undying gratitude of which we read in Ro¬ 
mans. 

Some have argued that because Prisca’s name precedes that of her 
artisan husband, she was of superior social rank to him, and it would 
not be unusual, as we have noted in our discussion of Lydia, that women 
of high rank were attracted to the Christian gospel and served with Paul. 
Others argue that her name precedes that of her husband not out of 
social distinction but because she was the more renowned Christian 
leader of the two. Such an honorific to distinguish spiritual precedence 
would be typical of Paul. We know that they returned to Rome after 
the death of the Emperor Claudius, and between Paul’s writing of 
I Corinthians and Romans, perhaps as a vanguard of Paul’s own visit to 
Rome, and they may in fact have delivered the letter to the Romans. 
This may well be why he commends them to his correspondents; we 
know that they established a house/church in Rome, and that their 
prominence as Christian leaders and colleagues of Paul was well known 
and well established. 

Lydia, Phoebe, Priscilla: These were names to reckon with in the 
formative days of early Christianity, and well attested to in the Acts of 
the Apostles and in the Epistles of Paul. The presence of women in the 
circle of Jesus, as recorded in the gospels, is of equal significance. In 
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the rush to tell the story of the birth of Jesus, the significance of Mary, 
especially for Protestants, is often lost, but in the Greek Church she has 
always borne the most exalted of all titles: Theotokos, “Bearer of God.” 
The role of the holy women—Anna, the prophetess who, along with 
the aged Simeon, longed for the coming of the Lord, and Elizabeth, 
cousin of Mary and mother of John the Baptist —is well recorded. And 
in the genealogy of Jesus as recorded in Matthew, a list to which too 
little attention is paid in providing a context for Jesus, we find among 
his female ancestors three women of ambiguous sexual morality: Rahab 
the Harlot; Bathsheba the Adulteress; and Ruth, who slept with Boaz 
without benefit of marriage. 

Although we know that Jesus did not have women among his twelve dis¬ 
ciples, we know of his encounters with women throughout his ministry. 
Women were among the marginal peoples he healed: lepers, the blind, de¬ 
moniacs, the afflicted and possessed. His long discourse with the Samaritan 
woman at the well, in John’s gospel, makes of her something of an evangel¬ 
ist, and she has the same function as witness and disciple as John the Bap¬ 
tist, Andrew, and Philip. John 4:42 tells it all. We know as well of Mary 
Magdalene, who in the same gospel has the unnerving privilege of being 
the first to see the risen Lord, and thus is the first apostle of the resurrection; 
indeed she is the first apostle. We know as well of the social and spiritual in¬ 
tercourse that Jesus shared with Mary and Martha, both of whom can be 
described as strong women. 

Given what we know of both the secular and the religious culture of 
the period of Jesus and the earliest generations of the forming Christian 
community, we also know that the attention paid to women, their prox¬ 
imity to Jesus, and their precedence and participation in the earliest 
Christian communities is nothing less than revolutionary in its time, 
and still astonishing to us in ours. Yet we know as well that the debate 
attending the appropriate role of women in the Christian church con¬ 
tinues to be a vexed and divisive one, equal perhaps in moral and po¬ 
litical ferocity only to that of slavery. If the New Testament had 
possessed even a small percentage of the positive testimonial to the role 
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of shoes in the Christian community that it bears toward women, the 
biblical case against slavery, while it would still have to contend with 
enormous cultural prejudice, probably could have been made with the 
immense authority of its own transforming examples to carry the day. 
Such, however, as we know, was not the case. Ironically, the case against 
women’s authoritative participation in the church is made on the basis 
of biblical principles clearly subordinated to much of biblical practice. 
The examples of Lydia, Phoebe, and Priscilla, to name only a few of 
the New Testament women, are subordinated to later biblical and cul¬ 
tural practices that repudiate the transformative character of the gospel 
and reinforce the prevailing habits and customs of a culture fearful of 
too much change. These liberating examples are silenced by a culture 
of male interpretation, and that silence has been maintained until very 
recently. The greatest irony is that the case against the role of women 
in the churches is made on appeal to the New Testament, as if Lydia, 
Phoebe, and Priscilla were not in it. Hence, the Bible is called to testify 
against the Bible, in the matter of women. 


What Does the Bible Say About Women? 

The Bible has a great deal to say about women, and the Old Testament 
is filled w ith a wide variety of female personalities and voices. There is 
Eve, the mother of all living. There are Sarah, Abraham’s conniving 
wife; Hannah, the mother of Samuel; Jezebel, the foreign-born wife of 
Ahab; Delilah, who wormed Samson’s secret from him; Ruth and Ra- 
hab, ancestresses of Jesus, and many more. In the wisdom literature, 
w isdom is herself feminine, and in certain of the prophetic books, Israel 
is feminine, and the land is fecund and maternal. The images in He¬ 
brew scripture are many and varied, and the presence of women in these 
holy books has never been an issue. When Christians speak about “what 
the Bible says” with regard to women, however, invariably they mean 
the New Testament, and so is it here that we will look. 
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As in all the church of the saints, the women should keep silence 
in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should 
be subordinate, as even the law says. If there is anything they desire 
to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful 
for a woman to speak in church. (I Corinthians 14:34-35) 

Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no 
woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep 
silent. (I Timothy 2:11-12) 

Mary Magdalene went and said to the disciples, “I have seen the 
Lord,” and she told them that he had said these things to her. 

(John 20:18) 

For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 
There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 
And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 
according to promise. (Galatians 3:27-29) 

Those four passages from the New Testament represent the tension 
between the New Testament’s principle of transformation and renewal 
in Christ, by which the old and established order is overturned and 
transcended, and the apostolic government of the early church, where 
explicit rules of conduct and patterns of relationship for specific situa¬ 
tion are seen to be normative and definitive for Christian conduct and 
order in the church. For many the problem of the New Testament and 
women is the reconciliation of the so-called “hard passages,” with the 
gospel principle of participation and equality. The problem is com¬ 
pounded by the fact that both principles are expressed in practice, and 
both thereby share in the authority and primacy accorded scripture. The 
secular cynics may dismiss the whole dilemma with the often quoted 
notion that you can find any verse in the Bible to support any view you 
wish. The fact that this is more true than untrue does not dismiss the 
problem, but only compounds it for persons of goodwill who genuinely 
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seek "the mind of scripture” in the ordering of their affairs. As we dis¬ 
covered in the discussion of slaver)', the more seriously one takes scrip¬ 
ture. the more difficult becomes the problem of its several, often 
contradictory, voices, and therefore the more urgent becomes the de¬ 
velopment of a persuasive principle of interpretation by which the dif¬ 
ferences are reconciled, the authority of scripture maintained, and the 
moral and theological life developed from its teachings affirmed. As the 
Protestant Reformation introduced as normative the principle of sola 
scriptura . fidelity’ to scripture has become the normative principle for 
the faith and practice of most Protestant churches. For many churches 
of this inheritance, a case is made or lost on how one “reads” scripture. 

"Reading scripture,” however, is not as simple as most Protestants 
would like to believe. Reading is a transaction, and by no means a 
neutral transaction. A text does not simply “say what it says,” despite the 
rational good intentions of a sensible reader like Alice in Wonderland. 
We read more like Humpty-Dumpty than we would care to admit, for 
in reading it is a matter not only of what is written there but what we 
expect to find there, what we bring to the text, and what we take away 
from it. Reading, then, is hardly a clinical or neutral affair. There is that 
bewildering battery of text, context, subtext, and pre-text with which we 
must contend, which we in fact do automatically and subconsciously. 
The scanning of these interests is so automatic and instantaneous that 
we are as unaware of it as we are unaware of the infinite number of 
physical motions and electrical impulses that it takes for us to turn the 
handle of a doorknob. When that simple action is reduced to slow mo¬ 
tion and recorded, or when we find that some injury or ailment makes 
it difficult or impossible to do, then, and perhaps only then, do we 
realize the complexity that is camouflaged by the apparent natural ease 
with which we have performed the function before we were required to 
take notice of it. 

Reading is such a function, and particularly the reading of scripture. 
'Hie reading of contentious or difficult passages involves both an en¬ 
counter with the text and an extra-textual consciousness by which we 
are enabled to make sense and reconcile the foreign and contrary with 
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the familiar and accepted. This context, as opposed to the historical and 
literary context of the text itself, 1 call the culture or climate of inter¬ 
pretation. For most readers of scripture, or of anything else, this is the 
only context that counts. The very notion, for example, of “hard pas¬ 
sages” in a discussion of women and the Bible does not necessarily 
presuppose that there is a “problem” with the biblical context, although 
there may be. The problem that makes these passages hard is that what 
they appear to say is at odds with what we now think. In other words, 
the text is out of sync with our climate or culture of interpretation. Thus, 
in order to make sense of what the text says, it must in some sense be 
made to conform to our climate of interpretation. With all due respect 
to the pieties addressed to the mind of scripture and to its context, as 
in most things our context is the only one that really counts. 

Remember how our temperance friends “read” those accounts of the 
scriptural use of wine, which clearly did not coincide with the moral 
content of their contemporary climate of interpretation? It was scripture 
that was made to conform. In the matter of slavery each side adapted 
the context and content of the biblical writings on slavery to suit the 
moral purposes of their own contemporary climate of interpretation, and 
that battle was settled not by an exegetical consensus but by might of 
arms. 

The readings of scripture in the debates about the role of women in 
the church today tell us as much, if not more, about the climate of 
interpretation within which we are willing to undertake the reading in 
the first place as it tells us about the content, context, and “clear mean¬ 
ing of scripture.” 

For those for whom the writings in Corinthians and in Timothy are 
not hard, and who take them as normative practice for the church in 
all places and at all times, the problem is no problem. Why? Because 
the texts as they read them, and the climate of interpretation within 
which they read them, are not in conflict—at least, they do not believe 
them to be. The pope is not anxious to know if scripture and his reading 
of scripture are at odds on the matter of women priests. He has said 
over and over again that the question of the ordination of women to the 
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priesthood is settled bv the fact that Jesus did not call women to serve 
as his disciples. The practice and principle of scripture in the mind of 
the pope are consistent with his reading and interpretation of it. In this 
view he is joined by many conservative Protestants, with what is called 
a high view of scripture. 

There is a substantial and growing body of Christians in all com¬ 
munions, however, for whom the biblical texts in question and the cli¬ 
mate of interpretation are in fact out of sync. Many of these would argue 
that the texts themselves are out of sync within their own context, both 
of the gospel and of the particular message and example of Paul himself. 
It is this range of interests and views, stimulated by the larger cultural 
revolution bv which women have determined to overcome their mar¬ 
ginalization and cultural disenfranchisement, that has generated the the¬ 
ological revolution in interpretation of which we have spoken earlier 
with profound and massive implications for the ways in which we read 
and understand scripture. The most interesting, creative, and demand¬ 
ing scholarship in the field of biblical interpretation since the transla¬ 
tions of the Bible into English has been generated in the last twenty-five 
years by what may be called the feminist initiative. 

This frightens people —the very notion of a feminist initiative in the 
interpretation of scripture —in much the same way that good Christians 
of varied opinions were frightened by the abolitionists of the nineteenth 
century. Many have been and will be put off by the sense of an aggres¬ 
sive set of special interests that are brought to the interpretation of scrip¬ 
ture with destabilizing consequences to the authority of the scripture, 
the order of the church, and the structure of society and of civilization 
itself. As we have pointed out before, however, it is not just feminists 
who have an interest in the way in which the Bible is read these days. 
In their fight for the Bible and the right both to take it and themselves 
seriously, feminist interpreters of scripture have much to teach us, and 
we ignore these lessons to the peril of scripture and of the church. 

It has become a habit on the part of some evangelicals and religious 
conservatives to dismiss the mountain of female scholarship on the Bible 
with the taint of the most extreme and deconstructive dimensions of 
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that scholarship, suggesting pagans and goddesses under every herme¬ 
neutical bed. Any challenge to the language of patriarchy or the thou¬ 
sand years of male interpretation is understood to be a challenge to the 
full wealth of conviction and part of a “liberal,” “feminist,” or “radical” 
conspiracy to subvert the faith once delivered to the saints. As in politics, 
there is clearly a paranoid style in much of the response to the new 
scholarship of women on the Bible. Of course, as in physics, every action 
generates a reaction. When feminist scholarship concludes that it is no 
longer appropriate to pray to “Our Father,” and such masculine titles 
as “Lord” and “King” are excluded both from the text and from worship, 
the instinctual reaction of those who feel thus deprived of the familiar 
and useful language of piety is to reject the possibility that any helpful 
insights can be provided from such scholarship. 

Language has become the battlefield for the conflict between old and 
new ideas, and the inclusive language debates with which Christian 
churches have contended in the last twenty years demonstrate just how 
hard and bitterly people will fight for the right to their language of 
choice. Perhaps even more than the ordination of women, the language 
issue has been the place where the conflicts of inclusion have been 
most painfully addressed. More perhaps than through the Bible itself, 
the popular piety of most Christians, particularly Protestants, has been 
expressed in the hymns people sing in church. The late New Testament 
scholar and poet, Amos Niven Wilder, once said that what incense is 
to the Catholic, hymns are to the Protestant: an indescribable, primal 
association of the personal and the holy. One learns the hymns of the 
faith in childhood. They provide a theological vocabulary that may be 
supplemented and improved upon by age and experience, but is never 
supplanted. It has been my experience time after time that what remains 
with the dying Christian is the hymns of childhood. And it is my ex¬ 
perience as well as that of practically every other preacher that worship 
depends upon the hymns. The sermon may be good or bad, the liturgy 
indifferent, but the effect of the service depends upon whether or not 
the people know and like the hymns. And most people like the hymns 
they know and on that basis know what they like. Thus to tamper with 
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the hymns is to get perilously close to the emotional center of the wor¬ 
shiper. 


Textual Harassment?” 2 

Women recognized this early on, knowing that the hymnic images are 
for most people the determining images and language of piety. Thus, 
to be excluded from the language was in their minds to be excluded 
from the fundamental experience of worship, or to be included under 
terms that did not affirm their particular identity as women. Women 
would ask, “Where am I?” when at funerals we sang Isaac Watt’s great 
paraphrase, “Time, like an ever-rolling stream bears all its sons away.” 
Even in so basic an act of Christian praise as the Doxology, which 
affirms, “Praise Him all creatures here below” and closes with the Trin¬ 
itarian formula of “Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,” women increasingly 
asked where they were in these classical formulations. When the con¬ 
gregation is asked to sing “Rise Up, O Men of God,” are the women to 
remain seated, or are they to think of themselves as Elizabeth I did, as 
a man trapped in the puny body of a woman? 

Challenges in scholarship are one thing. But challenges to popular 
piety, which strike at the heart of the believer and the language of de¬ 
votion, with all of the fond and intimate associations that language 
evokes, are another thing. Congregations were set at each other over the 
battle for the hymns. Radical inclusivists were accused of Freudian-like 
“pronoun envy,” and the hymns, once the point of commonality, be¬ 
came symbols of the great divisions among people. It is difficult to say 
if the scholarship of women generated the dis-ease with the language of 
hymnody, or if the distress at the exclusive language of hymnody gen¬ 
erated the case for a new and compelling scholarship. Whatever the 
answer to this particular chicken-and-egg dilemma, hymns will never be 
quite the same again. For my part, I have been no more willing to edit 
out offending passages in hymns than I have been to edit out offending 
passages in scripture. But while it is not possible to write new Bibles 
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that reflect the spirit of the age, it is not only possible, but essential, that 
we write new hymns to add to the storehouse of piety, hymns that in¬ 
clude more people. 

It seems to me that where the old hymns are concerned, we do not 
have to be like Oliver Cromwell’s Puritan New Model Army, which 
took great delight in smashing the medieval iconography of the English 
cathedrals, justifying such vandalism in the name of God and of their 
revolution. Had they been more successful in their efforts than they 
were, we would be the poorer today. It was an English cleric friend of 
mine who, at the height of the revision of liturgical language in the 
English prayer book two decades ago, observed that the glories of En¬ 
glish worship had survived Henry VIII, Oliver Cromwell, and Adolf 
Hitler, only to be done in by the heavy hand of the liturgical reformers 
of the 1970s. 

Somewhere between a thoughtless veneration of the past and the to¬ 
tal destruction of all that is out of step with the latest conclusions of the 
moment is where most of us within the church would like to stand, 
and it is possible that women may show us, at least in part, how to do 
this. 

Dianne Bergant in her article “Women in the Bible: Friends or 
Foes?’’’ divides the biblical scholarship of women into revisionists and 
reformists. The revisionists, or revolutionaries, as some of the feminist 
theologians prefer to be called, “contend that the Bible has not only 
outgrown its usefulness, but is, in fact, detrimental to the development 
of women —and men for that matter. They often seek to reconstruct 
history as it should have been remembered, not as it has been remem¬ 
bered.’’ The tradition for this point of view is not simply exclusive, it is 
destructive, and therefore irrelevant. The reformers, on the other hand, 
while equally opposed to patriarchy, “maintain that the message of the 
Bible is itself intrinsically liberating.” To get at that biblical message 
and its liberating truth depends, of course, on how the Bible is to be 
read. 

Bergant defines herself as a reformist, which means to her that the 
biblical tradition is a source of revelation for her, and remains so in its 
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contemporary reinterpretation. She makes the telling but not so radical 
point that even- generation, “successive communities of faith,” as she 
calls them, has struggled with the relationship between the received 
tradition and the demands of its own unique experiences. Technically, 
this process in the field of biblical interpretation is called canonical 
criticism, but so technical a term should not disguise the fundamental 
fact that each age can read what it has received only through the lenses 
of its own experience. 

Anyone who considers the matter will realize that eighteenth-century 
Christians do not necessarily interpret the texts of scripture in the same 
way as twelfth-century Christians. Augustine did not read scripture in 
the same wav as Paul, and Luther repudiated centuries of Roman Cath¬ 
olic interpretation. American fundamentalists read scripture very differ- 
entlv from nonfundamentalist communions —and in fact, very 
differently from the primitive church, although they would dispute that 
as a slander upon themselves and scripture. This is not simply a matter 
of relativity, as many with a high view of scripture would contend, but 
an unavoidable and perfectly understandable phenomenon of relevance. 
That women should do this is no more destructive of scripture than it 
was when Augustine, Luther, or Calvin did it. Scripture will survive 
such an inquiry, although there may be some reasonable doubt about 
the survivability of the exclusively male view of scripture. 

Bergant’s method is disarmingly simple, and I will describe it only 
briefly and without doing full justice to her discussion, simply to dem¬ 
onstrate that the best of this feminist scholarship is both accessible and 
constructive, taking both scripture and its interpretation as seriously to¬ 
day as ever it was taken in the great historical days of biblical interpre¬ 
tation. She calls her method “recontextualizing,” and it involves (1) 
Looking carefully at the received tradition; how has this text come down 
to us in the history of interpretation? (2) Operating out of a feminist 
sensitivity to the contemporary context; how is the text received now? 
(3) Finally, pointing out how “the dynamics within the text” can achieve 
a significance within the community that now reads and hears it. This 
is really no more than the Saturday-night method of any responsible 
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preacher who has to stand up in the pulpit on Sunday morning, text in 
hand: (1) What did it mean then? (2) How do we understand it now? 
(3) So what do we do with it, or what does it do with us? 

Rather than terrorizing scripture or subverting the faithful, this par¬ 
ticular example of a feminist hermenutic, one among many, 1 might 
add, actually works toward liberating both text and reader and is hardly 
a radical methodology —except, perhaps, in the including of perspec¬ 
tives hitherto excluded. Bergant concludes: “The result of such an ap¬ 
proach is a reading that is both faithful and challenging. It is faithful 
because as ‘word of God,’ it is challenging; and it is challenging pre¬ 
cisely because as open to God, it is faithful.” 


Options for the Hard Passages 

A story of W. C. Fields has the old reprobate on what he thinks may 
well be his deathbed. When his doctor comes in to see him, he finds 
Fields leafing furiously through a huge Bible. Surprised at such a sign 
of piety in so notoriously profane a fellow as Fields, the physician asks, 
“What are you looking for?” Replies Fields, “Loopholes.” 

That may appear to be the only paradigm available to those who 
would look at the hard passages here and hope to find something other 
than a confirmation of the status quo, but there is more to it than that, 
and a survey of critical literature presents us with a range of opinion on 
how to “read” what we find here. These are not loopholes, but they are 
options, and we look at them now. The options, adapted from a tech¬ 
nical but useful study by Arthur Rowe/' are these: 

1. Paul, a man of his time 

2. Permanent principles 

3. Particular problems 

4. Not from Paul 

5. Hermeneutical problem 
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The first option mav well be called the principle of context. Paul 
writes as a man in a man’s world. The roles of men and women in 
agrarian first-century society were prescribed by the circumstances of 
that society, where, w ith very' rare exceptions, women were subordinate 
to men. In the three worlds of which Paul was a citizen, the Jewish, the 
Greek, and the Roman, women’s societal roles were dictated by the 
subordination principle. His teachings on women, therefore, while re¬ 
flecting the mores of his time, are no more relevant to an age where 
those mores no longer apply then, say, first-century standards of dress, 
of social etiquette, or of dietary rules. Paul is a social and political con¬ 
servative. He does not, for example, advocate revolution against the state, 
and as we know, he requires that Christians obey lawful authority. Only 
in his theology, and in anticipation of the world to come, is he radical. 
So we should understand him, his social teachings, and those who im¬ 
itate his teachings such as the writer of Timothy, as writing from within 
the social assumptions of the age of which they are a part. 

The second option sees Paul enunciating in these hard passages per¬ 
manent principles of behavior, normative rules for the organization of 
the church and the relations between men and women within those 
churches. Here we should not necessarily infer that one role is better 
and superior to, or less good and inferior to, the other; they are simply 
different and distinct. The model and order of creation to which Paul 
himself appeals is an example: The man is made first, and the woman 
second. This does not mean that the man is better than the woman, or 
the woman inferior to the man. It does mean that they are different, by 
order of precedence, and by function. Harmony is assured when that 
order is understood and the different functions in the relationship are 
appreciated and affirmed. 

The third option looks at the hard passages in Corinthians and Tim¬ 
othy as addressed to particular and particularly troublesome situations 
in the places to which the letters are addressed. As we do not have all 
of the correspondence and do not necessarily know what it is that pro¬ 
vokes Paul’s response, we may well infer that women were party to some 



14° ) the USE AND ABUSE OF THE BIBl.E 

contentiousness in these churches. These then are Paul's instructions to 
put these troubles in those places, and at that time, to rest. These in¬ 
structions are situation-oriented, and are not meant to be normative, and 
they certainly are not meant to inhibit the work of the Lydias, the Phoe- 
bes, and the Priscillas, and they do not negate the “equality principle” 
enunciated in Galatians 3:28, where all distinctions are leveled in Christ 
on the basis of baptism. 

The fourth option is perhaps the most attractive for those who want 
to liberate themselves and Paul from Paul: These texts are not from Paul 
but from a “proto-Paul.” One tempting theory, supported apparently by 
the earliest manuscripts, is that the instructions about women arc to be 
found in the margin of the manuscript and not in the text, and they 
appear in their present places in the manuscripts by virtue of a later 
editorial decision on the part of a copyist. The problem remains, but at 
least it is not a problem of Paul’s, and lacking that ultimate authority', 
can be “situationalized.” 

The fifth option is perhaps the most demanding, and that is that we 
must seek principles of interpretation that allow for the cultural presup¬ 
positions both of Paul and of the reader in making sense of these texts. 
In other words, if we expect to find women in a subordinate cultural 
position in Pauline times, we read that condition as normative in read¬ 
ing the text; and if in our own climate of interpretation we understand 
that subordination to be biblical, we are not surprised to find it there 
and affirm its presence and its application to our own time as well. 

If one has no interest concerning the role of women in New Testa¬ 
ment times, or now, for that matter, and if one does not see these hard 
passages as essentially inconsistent with the larger picture of the gospel 
as found in the New Testament, then, as we have said before, the prob¬ 
lem is no problem. However, the last twenty-five years of New Testament 
studies with respect to the role of women both in the Bible and now in 
the churches makes this of interest, indeed, of concern, to everyone who 
takes the Bible and the churches seriously, even those who are opposed 
to any construction of these hard passages other than what they believe 
to be their clear, if painful, meaning. No less a resource than /Tie Worn- 
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en's Btblc Commentary , published in 1992, with the ambition, as stated 
in the introduction, “to gather some of the fruits of feminist biblical 
scholarship on each book of the Bible in order to share it with the larger 
community of women who read the Bible,” says of I Corinthians 
14:34-35: “The inclusion of these verses in the text of Paul’s letter is 
particularly unfortunate, for their strong wording affects the way the rest 
of Paul’s comments on women are read. They reinforce, for example, 
the conservative tendencies of Chapter 11, and obscure the more liber¬ 
ating aspects of Paul’s statements about women.” 

From a brief review of these options we might well conclude that 
rather than loopholes or ways out of a sticky situation, they are in fact 
variously related efforts to get into, and behind, and admittedly beyond, 
the texts. Women who might be expected willingly to toss out the of¬ 
fending passages, in much the same way as Thomas Jefferson edited out 
of “his” Bible all those Pauline passages not consistent with his view of 
the ethical and moral teachings of Jesus, have by and large done no 
such thing and have fought for the Bible, hard passages and all, and for 
the right to interpret them within and against the context of the larger 
principles for which Paul writes and which his own experience with 
women co-w'orkers amplifies. 

Although Christian traditions as diverse as the Roman Catholic 
Church and the Mennonite Brethren Church continue to affirm that 
such passages as I Corinthians 14 and I Timothy 2 are normative texts 
whose prohibition against the teaching of women “concerns the official 
function of teaching in the Christian assembly” —a phrase from the 
“Declaration on the Question on Admission to the Ministerial Priest¬ 
hood,” of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith of the 
Roman Catholic Church —the overwhelming consensus of the vast lit¬ 
erature on these texts since 1970 suggests that they are meant to be 
understood situationally, contextually, and not normatively. Despite the 
firmly stated desire of Pope John Paul II and his allies within significant 
portions of the evangelical Protestant communions to put the divisive 
nature of this debate to rest in favor of the Pauline status quo, the issue 
will not go away for women, nor for those who demand for them a role 
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at the very least as central as the roles played by Lydia, Phoebe, and 
Priscilla. 

With women bishops in the Anglican Church, women clergy 
throughout the ranks of the Protestant churches, an unremitting cam¬ 
paign for women within the Roman Catholic Church, and the prodi¬ 
gious scholarship of women and men on the frontiers of biblical study, 
this particular fight for the Bible is by no means over, but it certainly 
looks nearer to 1945 for the Allies than it does to 1940 for the Germans. 
Let no one mistake that this is a battle still in progress, however. As one 
critic has pointed out, the issue for the conservative position is not 
women. That tradition honors and cherishes women and their unique 
and biblically approved gifts, for without women the churches would 
not function, let alone flourish. The pope’s most recent pastoral letter 
on women makes this point. The concern is not women, but rather the 
authority of scripture, the teaching tradition of the church, and the 
social, theological, and moral upheaval that is sure to come from selec¬ 
tive principles of interpretation that relegate the teachings of scripture 
to the realm of first-century sociology and the control of a cadre of 
experts. If we are wrong, say the more perceptive and worried among 
these conservatives, on so clear a matter as the biblical warrant for the 
subordination of women, on what else could we be wrong, and what 
other changes, even less agreeable than these, are in store for those who 
worry that a Bible diminished by interpretation is no Bible at all? 

These are not new concerns or issues. They are as old as scripture 
itself, and they have arisen in every age when the prevailing climate of 
interpretation has been challenged. The conservative rabbis of biblical 
times raised the same issues about Jesus and Paul, and we heard the 
same anxious concerns expressed about the authority of scripture and 
the order of society in the debates about temperance, to a lesser degree, 
and far more urgently, about race within our own lifetimes. When Ro¬ 
land Bainton declared in the matter of total abstinence that he was 
giving precedence to biblical principle over biblical practice, and re¬ 
garded doing so as biblical, he did not provide us with a way out but a 
way in to the fight for the Bible which is as old as the Bible itself, and 



.is painful and new as eacli age’s attempt to understand and appropriate 
that book for itself. Making that point upon a review of the New Tes¬ 
tament discussions of women, Malcolm O. Tolbert 5 concludes that one 
ot our most fundamental mistakes in the reading of scripture, particu¬ 
lar!) of the New Testament, is to assume that the structures and the 
svstems it describes are as sacred and authoritative as the principles it 
affirms. Not only is this wrong, it is idolatrous, even blasphemous, to 
use the word of God to affirm and maintain human privilege. It was 
wrong in the interpretation that God approved and encouraged chattel 
slaver), it was wrong in the maintenance of a climate in which the 
persecution of the Jews could be regarded as biblical, and it is wrong, 
unequivocally wrong, in imposing first-century social standards on the 
participation of women in the life of the church simply to preserve the 
abstraction of the authority of scripture and the preservation of a status 
quo favorable to those already in power. 

Tolbert writes, “I do not understand the pattern of male dominance 
reflected in the Bible as an expression of the will of God. It is rather 
the reflection of the culture in which Jews and Christians as well as 
pagans lived. I am governed rather by the insights found in various key 
texts which make it possible for the Christian to criticize the structures 
of society and the Church. These passages, Mark 10:43 an< J Galatians 
3:28, emphasize the ideals of servanthood and mutuality in relationships 
rather than the ascendancy of any one person or group of persons over 
others.” He is of a large and growing company. 

As long as there are people willing to read the Bible in this way over 
and against the powers and principalities that would have them read it 
otherwise, such people will fight for the Bible and for the right to read 
themselves into it rather than to be read out of it. In the vanguard of 
this battle, perhaps the most significant battle for the Bible since the 
debates over slavery, at least in the United States, the women have led 
the way, and one would like to think that Lydia, Phoebe, and Priscilla 
would be pleased. 



CHAPTER 8 


THE BIBLE AND HOMOSEXUALITY: 
THE LAST PREJUDICE 


A MONG religious people who wish to take the Bible seriouslv there 
is no more vexed topic today than that of homosexuality. The cur¬ 
rent debates recall the passion with which the topic of slavery was once 
debated within the context of American Christianity, but since the de¬ 
bate about homosexuality is very much alive and well with no imme¬ 
diate prospect of a moral or social consensus in sight, we have more 
than a historical or even anecdotal exhibition of the conflicts of values 
and interpretations, the hard texts and changing times we have been 
discussing in this section of the book. We have a contemporary', exis¬ 
tential, deeply felt struggle that shows no sign of going away, that grows 
increasingly less civil, and upon which everyone has an opinion and a 
text upon which to base it. 


The Hottest of the Issues 

Theologians and biblical scholars have generated an enormous literature 
on the subject of the Bible and homosexuality, but the topic is so elec¬ 
tric, and so much seems to be at stake, that few' are willing to concede 
to the experts their personal conviction on this topic. Thus, perhaps 
more than any other social or theological issue of our day, this one 
engages us at our most fundamental level of existence and raises dis¬ 
turbing questions about our own sense of identity', of morality, and of 
the nature of settled truth. Now that the Cold War and the struggles 
against “godless communism” have receded into the background —and 
for the time being we have become convinced that we are likely neither 
to blow up our world in a nuclear holocaust, nor to destroy the envi- 
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ronment by our immoderate use of aerosol deodorant —we can no 
longer be diverted from these issues of sexuality and religion, the very 
discussion of which violates all our conventional taboos. 

Homosexuality is one of the issues in the current culture wars. One’s 
position on homosexuality determines where one stands in the politically 
charged debates about virtue and values, and what was once called the 
“love that dare not speak its name” is now the topic that simply won’t 
be quiet. Unlike the topics of other moral debates, homosexuality is seen 
not only as a social practice or condition upon which good hearts and 
minds may differ but as an issue so central to right conduct and belief 
that compromise or sweet reasonableness is thought to be capitulation 
to error, and therefore unacceptable. Thus, the debate is almost unde- 
batable. 

Our subject, however, is not homosexuality in general, but homosex¬ 
uality and the Bible and the religious basis for the prejudice against 
homosexuality so often expressed by people of religious conviction. 
Nearly every such person who acknowledges an aversion to homosexu¬ 
ality does so on the basis of what he or she believes the Bible to say, 
and in their minds there is no doubt whatsoever about what the Bible 
says, and what the Bible means. The argument goes something like this: 
Homosexuality is an abomination, and the homosexual is a sinner. At 
Sodom and Gomorrah God punished the cities for the sin of homosex¬ 
uality. Saint Paul and the early Christians were equally opposed to ho¬ 
mosexuality, and homosexual practices are condemned in the New 
Testament church. Therefore, if we are to be faithful to the “clear teach¬ 
ings of scripture,” we too must condemn homosexuality; it is the last 
moral absolute, and we compromise it at our own peril. The sufferings 
and persecutions homosexuals have endured over the centuries are signs 
of God’s extreme displeasure with who they are and with what they do, 
and their behavior, as Saint Paul points out, is contrary to nature; and 
this then invites a terrible retribution. The AIDS epidemic is a terrible 
visitation, but it is the consequence, and only the latest one, of the sexual 
perversion of homosexuality. All of this can be summarized in the hate 
slogan of the notoriously homophobic Baptist preacher Fred Phelps, 
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who pickets the funerals of gay men dead of AIDS with the sign GOD 
HATES FAGS. The source of that conviction and of its more subtle var¬ 
iations, we are told, is the Bible. 


A Climate for Prejudice 

In preparing for her novel The Drowning of Stephen Jones, based upon 
the true story of a young gay man tossed from a bridge to his death by 
a group of young gay-bashers, author Bette Greene interviewed more 
than four hundred young men in jail for various forms of gay-bashing. 
Few of the men, she noted, showed any remorse for their crimes. Few 
saw anything morally wrong with their crimes, and more than a few of 
them told her that they were justified in their opinions and in their 
actions by the religious traditions from which they came. Homosexuality 
was wrong, and against the Bible. One of those interviewed told her 
that the pastor of his church had said that homosexuals represented 
Satan and the Devil. The implication of his logic was clear: Who could 
possibly do wrong in destroying Satan and all of his works? The legiti¬ 
mization of violence against homosexuals and Jews and women and 
blacks, as we have seen, comes from the view that the Bible stigmatizes 
these people, thereby making them fair game. If the Bible expresses such 
a prejudice, then it certainly cannot be wrong to act on that prejudice. 
This, of course, is the argument every anti-Semite and racist has used 
with demonstrably devastating consequences, as our social history all too 
vividly shows. 

Although most contemporary Christians who have moral reservations 
about homosexuality, and who find affirmation for those reservations in 
the Bible, do not resort to physical violence and intimidation, they nev¬ 
ertheless contribute to the maintenance of a cultural environment in 
which less scrupulous opponents of homosexuality are given the sanc¬ 
tion of the Bible to feed their prejudice and, in certain cases, cultural 
“permission” to act with violence upon those prejudices. This is the 
devastating theme of Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s 1996 book, Hitler’s 
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W illing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust, published 
to much dismay in Germany. Goldhagen argues that it was the cultural 
permission of Germany's Christian anti-Semitism, based of course upon 
a reading of the Bible, that allowed the nasty work of the Holocaust to 
be done not only by military specialists but by people whose attitudes 
were based upon centuries of Christian teaching. The unforgiving in¬ 
dictment of Goldhagen’s thesis is not reserved solely for those who were 
"simple following orders,” but extends now to all branches of a society 
w hose moral obtuseness made it impossible for most of them to see 
anvthing wrong with those orders, or with their terrible consequences. 

In the case of the Bible and homosexuality in contemporary American 
culture, the tragic dimensions of this biblically sanctioned prejudice 
among the most devout and sincere people of religious conviction are 
all the greater because no credible case against homosexuality or ho¬ 
mosexuals can be made from the Bible unless one chooses to read scrip¬ 
ture in a way that simply sustains the existing prejudice against 
homosexuality' and homosexuals. The combination of ignorance and 
prejudice under the guise of morality makes the religious community, 
and its abuse of scripture in this regard, itself morally culpable. 

A good deal of significant scholarship in recent years has been devoted 
to those verses in the Bible that are adduced as definitive in determining 
the Bible’s view of homosexuals and homosexuality. We will look at 
these verses in light of some of this scholarship and with one continuing 
question in mind: When the Bible speaks of homosexuality, does it 
mean what we mean when we speak of homosexuality? 

Given the appeal to the Bible in the case against homosexuality, one 
would assume that the Bible has much to say on the subject. It has not. 
The subject of homosexuality is not mentioned in the Ten Command¬ 
ments, nor in the Summary of the Law. No prophet discourses on the 
subject. Jesus himself makes no mention of it, and homosexuality does 
not appear to be of much concern to those early churches with which 
Saint Paul and his successors were involved. One has to look rather 
hard, and with a user-friendly concordance, to find any mention of ho¬ 
mosexuality at all. This should come as no surprise, because the word 
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homosexuality itself is an invention of the late nineteenth century and 
does not occur in any of the original manuscripts from which the En¬ 
glish Bible is descended. As historian John Boswell has pointed out in 
his magisterial 1980 study, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosex¬ 
uality:' 

In spite of misleading English translations which may imply the 
contrary, the word “homosexual” does not occur in the Bible; no 
extant text or manuscript, Hebrew, Greek, Syrian or Aramaic, con¬ 
tains such a word. In fact none of these languages ever contained 
a word corresponding to the English “homosexual,” nor did any 
language have such a term before the late nineteenth century. 

Victor Paul Furnish, in his 1985 book The Moral Teaching of Paul, 
informs us that the term homosexuality was not coined until the latter 
half of the nineteenth century when it was used by a Hungarian writer 
commenting on the Prussian legal code. Furnish goes on to remind us 
that the King James Version of 1611 makes no mention of homosexuality 
or of any of its cognates, and that the first use of the term in an English 
Bible is to be found in the Revised Standard Version of 1946. More 
recent translations apply the word homosexuality to biblical situations 
that the translators assume correspond to the meaning of the word, and 
thus today, depending upon your translation of choice, you may or may 
not see homosexuality in the Bible. There is no doubt, however, that 
you would not have found the word in any Bible in any language before 
1946. The significance of this process whereby contemporary meanings 
associated with the term homosexuality and its cognates are applied to 
biblical situations from which the contemporary understanding may well 
be absent is one we will discuss in reviewing the texts in question. 
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What Does the Bible Say About Homosexuality? 

The traditional sets of texts from the Old and New Testaments to which 
people appeal in seeking the Bible’s teaching on homosexuality are 
these: 

1. Genesis 1-2 

2. Genesis 19:1-9 

3. Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 

4. Romans 1:26-27 

3. I Corinthians 6:9 and 
I Timothv 1-10 

As Jeffrey S. Siker 2 has pointed out in the July 1994 issue of Theology 
Today, to argue that the creation story privileges a heterosexual view of 
the relations between humankind is to make one of the weakest argu¬ 
ments possible, the argument from silence. The Genesis story is indeed 
about Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve,1 as the critics of homosex¬ 
uality delight in admonishing. “Heterosexuality may be the dominant 
form of sexuality, but it does not follow that it is the only form of ap¬ 
propriate sexuality.” What the story does do is reflect the world experi¬ 
ence of those human beings who wrote it. Of course they would 
privilege the only way available to perpetuate the race, and they would 
do so with the aid of their own cultural lenses. 

Despite the efforts of modern “creationists” to cast Genesis in the 
mold of nineteenth-century science, the authors of Genesis were intent 
upon answering the question “Where do we come from?” Then, as now, 
the only plausible answer is from the union of a man and a woman. 
That biological fact is attended by the cultural assumptions of the world 


The Creation Story 

Sodom and Gomorrah, with the 

parallel passages of Judges 19 and 

Ezekiel 16:46-56 

The Holiness Code 

Regarded as the most significant of 

Saint Paul’s views 

Pauline lists of vices 
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in which the writers lived. Woman, for example, was subordinate to 
man. The creation story in Genesis does not pretend to be a history of 
anthropology or of every social relationship. It does not mention friend¬ 
ship, for example, and yet we do not assume that friendship is con¬ 
demned or abnormal. It does not mention the single state, and yet we 
know that singleness is not condemned, and that in certain religious 
circumstances it is held in very high esteem. The creation story is not, 
after all, a paradigm about marriage, but rather about the establishment 
of human society. John Boswell describes early Christian attitudes to¬ 
ward marriage as a “compromise with the material world,” and for at 
least one half of its first thousand years, the church valued lifestyles other 
than family units, preferring priestly celibacy, voluntary virginity even 
in marriage, and monastic community life. The creation story is the 
basis and not the end of human diversity, and thus to regard it as ex¬ 
cluding everything it does not mention is to place too great a burden 
on the text and its writers, and too little responsibility upon the intelli¬ 
gence of the readers, and on the varieties of human experience. 


Sodom and Gomorrah 

The story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19:1-9 is perhaps the 
most famous instance in scripture where homosexuality is seen to be 
condemned, and from the name of the destroyed city of Sodom came 
the term sodomy. According to Boswell, “Throughout the Middle Ages 
the closest word to ‘homosexual’ in Latin or in any vernacular, was 
‘sodomita.’ ” In an extensive etymological note, he points out that the 
term sodomy “has connoted in various times and places everything from 
ordinary heterosexual intercourse in an atypical position to oral sexual 
contact with animals. At some points in history it has referred almost 
exclusively to male homosexuality and at other times almost exclusively 
to heterosexual excess.” On the term sodomite, Victor Paul Furnish in 
The Moral Teaching of Paul notes, “In every instance in the King James 
Version where the term ‘sodomite’ is used, the reference is to male 
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prostitutes associated with places of worship.” The sodomites in this 
context, he points out, are condemned not because they have sexual 
relations w ith other men, but because they serve the alien gods of the 
Canaanite and Babylonian fertility cults. 

We do not know what the grave wickedness of the city of Sodom was, 
but it was grave enough for God to send two angels to warn Abraham’s 
nephew Lot of impending doom. It was God’s intention to destroy the 
citv before the arrival of the angels, and so the punishment that befell 
the city had to do with its previous and notorious state of wickedness 
and not with the menacing treatment accorded the angels while they 
were partaking of Lot’s hospitality. It may well be that the men of Sodom 
knew that their fate was sealed when they saw the arrival of Lot’s guests, 
and perhaps it was for that reason that they wished to “know” them, 
either carnally, as a further expression of their wickedness, or perhaps, 
if merely socially, to reassure themselves that these were not the angels 
of doom. The temptation here is to assume the use of “know” in this 
instance to be carnal knowledge, and that the wicked men of Sodom 
further justified their reputation for wickedness by attempting to violate 
the laws of hospitality with the rape of these strangers. Lot, of course, 
refused their demands, and in a perverse gesture of hospitality of his 
own, offered his daughters to the lusting mob. They wanted the strang¬ 
ers, not the daughters. The angels gave their protection to Lot’s house¬ 
hold, and struck blind the Sodomites at the door. The next day Lot and 
his family, w'ith the exception of his wife, who disobeyed and looked 
back at the city, were spared the destruction of fire and brimstone. 

The conventional wisdom is that the city of Sodom was destroyed 
because its inhabitants practiced homosexuality. That was its great wick¬ 
edness. Even if we credit the Hebrew word “know” in the demands of 
the Sodomites, however —“that we might know” the strangers —in a 
carnal sense, we should not neglect the fact that the fate of the city was 
determined well before the ugly incident at Lot’s door. It was in behalf 
of that errand of doom, in fact, that the angels came at all. Boswell 
informs us that this particular form of the Hebrew verb “to know” is 
rarely used in a sexual sense. It occurs nine hundred and forty-three 
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times in the Old Testament, and in only ten of these does it have the 
sense of carnal knowledge. More to the point, the passage in Genesis 
19 is the only place in the Old Testament where it is generally believed 
to refer to homosexual relations. Sodom is referred to throughout the 
Old Testament as a place of wickedness and is synonymous with it, but 
nowhere does it state that homosexuality was the wickedness in question. 
Among the sins attributed to Sodom in other books of the Old Testa¬ 
ment are pride —in the books of Ecclesiasticus and Wisdom in the 
Apocrypha —and in Ezekiel, in addition to pride, “Fulness of bread, and 
abundance of idleness was in her and her daughters, neither did she 
strengthen the hands of the poor and the needy.” (Ezekiel 16:48-49) In 
the New Testament, Jesus himself is under the impression that Sodom 
was destroyed because it was a place lacking hospitality; we find him 
saying as much in Matthew 10:14-15, and in Luke 10:10-12. 

What is revealing about all this is that nowhere in the Old or New 
Testaments is the sin of Sodom, the cause of its sudden and terrible 
destruction, equated with homosexuals or with homosexuality. The at¬ 
tempted homosexual rape of the angels at Lot's door, while vivid and 
distasteful, is hardly the subject of the story or the cause of the punish¬ 
ment, and no one in scripture suggests that it was. Homosexual rape is 
never to be condoned; it is indeed, like heterosexual rape, an abomi¬ 
nation before God. This instance of attempted homosexual rape, how¬ 
ever, does not invalidate all homosexuals or all homosexual activity. 
Jeffrey S. Siker makes an excellent point when he says in his article in 
Theology Today that “David’s sin of adultery with Bathsheba does not 
make all heterosexual expressions sinful!” In the matter of Genesis 19 
and the “obvious” conclusion that God here enunciates in fire and 
brimstone his condemnation of homosexuals and homosexuality, there 
is less than meets the eye. 
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The Law of Leviticus 

Leviticus 18:22 reads, “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; 
it is an abomination,” and Leviticus 20:13 reads, “If a man lies with a 
male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; 
thev shall be put to death, their blood is upon them.” The statements 
are clear, but the context and application are not. It is clear that this so- 
called Holiness Code is designed to provide a standard of moral behavior 
that will distinguish the Jews from the Canaanites, whose land they have 
been given by God. The price of the land, as it were, is a new standard 
of behavior. The Jews are not to worship the Canaanite god Molech, 
nor to adopt any of the practices of the people who do. The sentence 
to be carried out when this Holiness Code is violated is death. Children 
who curse their parents are to be put to death. The sentence for adultery 
for both parties is death. The punishment for incest is death. The pun¬ 
ishment for bestiality is death. “You shall therefore keep all my statutes 
and all my ordinances, and do them; that the land where I am bringing 
you to dwell may not vomit you out. And you shall not walk in the 
customs of the nation which I am casting out before you, for they did 
all these things, and therefore I abhorred them. But I have said to you, 
You shall inherit their land, and I will give it to you to possess, a land 
flowing with milk and honey.’ ” (Leviticus 20:22-24) 

These rules are designed for a very particular purpose and in a very 
particular setting. Their purpose is nation building; their setting is the 
entry' into a promised but very foreign land. These are fundamental laws 
for the formation of a frontier community. In addition to honoring one’s 
parents and keeping the Sabbath, showing appropriate hospitality and 
abstaining from idol worship, the people are forbidden to permit cattle 
inbreeding, or to sow fields with two kinds of seed, or to wear garments 
made of two different kinds of materials. Fruit trees may not be harvested 
until the fifth year, and the kosher laws must be kept. Round haircuts 
are forbidden, as are tattoos, and consultations with mediums and wiz- 
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ards. A man may not have sexual relations with his wife while she men¬ 
struates. These and many other actions are condemned because they 
defy purity and weaken the cultural identification of the children of 
Israel; and so great is the principle of ritual and ethnic purity that to 
violate it is in most cases to warrant the sentence of death. 

We can understand the context: cultural identity, protection, and pro¬ 
creation. In this context homosexual conduct is a risk to all three of 
these necessary frontier ambitions. We have, however, long since ceased 
to live as God’s frontier folk in the promised land. Not only is the 
cultural context markedly different, but so for Christians is the theolog¬ 
ical context. Indeed, to what extent can Christians be said to be bound 
by these rules of the Holiness Code when even Saint Paul, himself a 
Jew and an heir of this very code, says that the Gentiles, that is, the 
non-Jewish Christians, have the gift of the Holy Spirit without the ne¬ 
cessity of the Law of Israel? In Acts 10:47, of these non-Jewish Christians, 
the Apostle Peter asks, “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing 
these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 

For Jesus and Saint Paul, the ritual purity of which Leviticus speaks 
with such passionate detail is plainly irrelevant; they are both concerned 
with purity of heart, Boswell argues that a distinction is made between 
what is ritually impure and what is intrinsically wrong. Homosexuality 
in Leviticus is condemned as ritually impure, the key to this conclusion 
being the fact that the word abomination does not usually describe some¬ 
thing intrinsically evil, such as rape or theft, but something that is rit¬ 
ually impure, like eating pork or engaging in intercourse during 
menstruation. An abomination is by definition what the Gentiles do, 
but that in and of itself is not necessarily evil or a violation of the 
Commandments. Thus homosexuality is an abomination in Leviticus 
not because it is inherently evil but because the Gentiles do it, and it 
is therefore ritually impure. 

When Christians ignore most of the Holiness Code and regard its 
precepts as irrelevant to a New Testament understanding of purity of 
heart, and yet cite the Levitical prohibitions against homosexuality as 
the basis of their own moral position on that subject, one is led to 
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w onder w hat is behind the adoption of this prohibition and the casting 
aw av of the others. Once again the “clear meaning” of scripture in the 
matter of homosexuality seems more expedient than compelling. 


What Saint Paul Says and Means 

We turn now to the New Testament and the writings by and attributed 
to Paul, in Romans, I Corinthians, and I Timothy. 

Paul's most significant comments on what we call homosexuality oc¬ 
cur in Romans 1:26-27. “For this reason God gave them up to dishon¬ 
orable passions. Their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural, 
and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were 
consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts 
with men and receiving in their own persons the due penalty for their 
error.” The first thing to be remembered here is that Paul is not writing 
about homosexuality in Romans—neither about homosexuality as he 
would have understood it nor about homosexuality as we now under¬ 
stand it. He is writing about the fallen nature of humankind. It is this 
fallen nature, this “corrupted will” to use a favorite phrase of Saint 
Augustine, that has caused both Gentile and Jew to suppress the truth 
by their wickedness. They are able to know what is knowable about 
God: his invisible nature, his eternal power and deity. The creation itself 
bears witness to this. The nature, power, and goodness of God are not 
hidden. There is therefore no excuse for this ignorance of God. The 
people knew God but did not honor God. They were not grateful to 
God. They substituted their own minds and their own thinking in place 
of God. As Paul says in Romans 1:21, “They became futile in their think¬ 
ing and their senseless minds were clouded.” In other words, the crea¬ 
tures ignored the Creator, and they themselves became the objects of 
their own worship and veneration. They became worshipers of self, 
caught up in their own egos, and they gave to created things the glory 
and dignity that belong to the Creator. This is what he means when he 
says that in the fallen state of total self-absorption and self-deception, 
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human beings, “claiming to be wise ... became fools, and exchanged 
the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or 
birds or animals or reptiles.” This is the golden calf of the Old Testa¬ 
ment all over again, the worship of the Canaanite and Babylonian fer¬ 
tility gods, and, in Greco-Roman civilization, the worship of worldly 
wisdom and philosophy. 

We become what we worship. It is this sophisticated psychological 
insight that Paul applies to those who worship a lie rather than the truth, 
who submit themselves to images rather than to the divine reality. Such 
people are disordered, that is, they have their priorities wrong; they have 
lost their perspective. God’s judgment is that they will reap the conse¬ 
quences of these lesser, inferior gods. This is what is meant at verses 
24-25: “Therefore, God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to 
impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because 
they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshipped and served 
the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed for ever!” As a 
consequence of this, in the jargon of contemporary psycholog)', God let 
them “bottom out.” As H. Darrell Lance points out in his 1989 article 
entitled “The Bible and Homosexuality,” in The American Baptist Quar¬ 
terly, “As a result, God let his creatures follow their own corrupt ways.” 

These corrupt ways include intellectual self-deception and the sexual 
practices of the pagan world. These fallen ones are described as “filled 
with all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice, full of envy, 
murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they are gossips, slanderers, haters of 
God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to par¬ 
ents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.” (Romans 1:29-31) This is the 
context in which Paul, at verses 26 and 27, discusses what we call ho¬ 
mosexuality, and he never takes up that subject in Romans again, for it 
was merely one of the many consequences of the fallen state. 

When modern readers scrutinize Romans 1:26, with its discussion of 
“dishonorable passions," “unnatural relations,” and “shameless acts,” 
conditioned as we are by the characterization of homosexual behavior 
prevalent among us since the late nineteenth century, which in the 
current cultural debate is described both loosely and pejoratively as the 
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“gav lifestyle" and the “homosexual agenda,” we are tempted to give a 
content to those words and a profile, largely negative, to those behaviors, 
and are persuaded by our own infallible opinions that Saint Paul is 
"obviously" talking about the same thing as we are. The hard question 
we must persuade ourselves to ask is, is this so? 

In their discussions in a statement on “Issues in Human Sexuality,” 
members of the House of Bishops of the General Synod of the Church 
of England write: “Passions are more than emotions; they are emotions 
out of control. Dishonorable passions are a disordering of God’s pur¬ 
pose." They go on to say, “Paul takes for granted an ordering of things 
in which the body and its sexual desires have their place and their proper 
honor; but the sexual acts of which he is now speaking dishonor the 
bodv.” Paul is speaking here of passions out of control, that become an 
end in and of themselves, that are in fact idolatrous. Dishonorable pas¬ 
sions refer to the worship of sexual pleasure, an excess to be condemned 
with all other excesses. 

The “natural relations exchanged for unnatural” among women, at 
verse 26, and among men, at verse 27, who “likewise gave up natural 
relations with women and were consumed with passion for one an¬ 
other,” does not describe the conduct of homosexuals, but rather of 
heterosexual people who performed homosexual acts. As Boswell re¬ 
minds us, the whole point of Romans 1 is a discussion of people who 
know what is right but who, because of their arrogant willfulness in their 
fallen state, choose to act contrary to that knowledge. In other words, 
“Paul did not discuss gay persons but only homosexual acts committed 
by heterosexual persons.” It is not clear that Saint Paul distinguished, 
as we must, between homosexual persons and heterosexual persons who 
behave like homosexuals, but what is clear is that what is “unnatural” 
is the one behaving after the manner of the other. 

We must further point out, as has nearly all contemporary scholarship 
on this point, that “nature,” as Paul here utilizes the concept, has noth¬ 
ing to do with a theory of Natural Law, which comes into the picture 
some centuries later, nor is he referring to the “order created in Genesis 
by God,” as H. Darrell Lance reminds us, “but to a common idea taken 
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from pagan culture.” “Nature,” for Paul, is something more akin to 
“customary” or “characteristic”; it is not to be confused with that which 
is innate, inherent, or immutable. Among the Jews, homosexual behav¬ 
ior was not customary. It was in fact uncommon, “unnatural,” compared 
with the customs of the Greco-Roman world. As Boswell puts it, “For 
Paul, ‘nature’ was not a question of universal law or truth, but rather a 
matter of the character of some person or group of persons, a character 
which was largely ethnic and entirely human.” Nature is not, in the 
thinking of Paul, a moral force. 

The “shameless acts” of which Paul speaks may well refer to the 
assumption that homosexual acts, whether experienced by heterosexuals 
or homosexuals, always involved lust and avarice, an act of will, and an 
unavoidable degree of exploitation where the stronger took advantage of 
the weaker. In these same-sex relationships the passive partner, the fe¬ 
male role, was taken advantage of by the active partner, the male role; 
and in the most disagreeable form of homosexual activity known to Paul 
and his contemporaries, pederasty, the adult male exploited for sexual 
purposes the younger male. 

The homosexuality Paul would have known and to which he makes 
reference in his letters, particularly to the Romans, has to do with ped¬ 
erasty and male prostitution, and he particularly condemns those het¬ 
erosexual men and women who assume homosexual practices. What is 
patently unknown to Paul is the concept of a homosexual nature, that 
is, using Paul’s sense of the word “nature,” something that is beyond 
choice, that is not necessarily characterized by lust, avarice, idolatry, or 
exploitation, and that aspires to a life under the jurisdiction of the Holy 
Spirit. All Paul knew of homosexuality was the debauched pagan ex¬ 
pression of it. He cannot be condemned for that ignorance, but neither 
should his ignorance be an excuse for our own. To base the church's 
principled objections to homosexuality and homosexuals on the basis of 
Paul’s imperfect knowledge is itself unprincipled, and indeed quite be¬ 
side all of the heroic points that Paul intends to make in Romans 1. 

In I Corinthians 6:9, the reference to homosexuals among the list of 
those who will not inherit the kingdom of God actually has as its context 
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in Chapter 5 a startling case of heterosexual immorality, and of a kind 
not even found among the pagans: “For a man is living with his father’s 
wife." (1 Corinthians 5:1) Paul is so horrified by this that he demands 
that the man be expelled from the community, and it is this violation 
ot the accepted standard of Christian behavior that leads Paul into an¬ 
other discussion about how Christians ought to live, and how they ought 
to put their old lives behind them. This passage is not about homosex¬ 
uality; there is no reason to believe that the Corinthian church was 
troubled on that topic. We must remind ourselves that when Paul speaks 
of what we call homosexuality, he is speaking again of what can be 
called the “Gentile sin,” whose characteristics are those of which we 
have already spoken: willful, lustful, exploitive, avaricious, self-deceiving, 
self-absorbed, and thus idolatrous. Of course someone who fits this pro¬ 
file is unfit for the kingdom of heaven. Victor Paul Furnish reminds us 
that in these examples of wickedness, such as I Corinthians 6:9-10, the 
vices listed are “understood by Paul to be symptomatic of sin, not as its 
roots and essence.” In other words, because one is sinful one behaves 
in these ways. In I Timothy 1:10, “sodomites” are to be found on the 
list of the lawless and the disobedient for whom the law is laid down. 
“Sodomite,” as we now know, refers almost exclusively to a male pros¬ 
titute, and is not a Pauline synonym for “homosexual,” as we understand 
that term. 


The Silent Text and Doctrinaire Prejudice 

In his study Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality, John 
Boswell concluded his chapter on the New Testament texts having to 
do with homosexuality with these words: 

The New Testament takes no demonstrable position on homosex¬ 
uality. To suggest that Paul's references to excesses of sexual in¬ 
dulgence involving homosexual behavior are indicative of a general 
position in opposition to same-sex eroticism is as unfounded as 
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arguing that his condemnation of drunkenness implies opposition 
to the drinking of wine. 

Jeffrey S. Siker, in the July 1994 issue of Theology Today, concludes 
his study of the biblical texts with these words: 

Thus the Bible has relatively little to say that directly informs us 
about how to address the issue of homosexual Christians today. The 
Bible certainly does not positively condone homosexuality as a le¬ 
gitimate expression of human sexuality, but neither does it expressly 
exclude loving monogamous homosexual adult Christian relation¬ 
ships from being within the realm of God’s intentions for humanity. 

Victor Paul Furnish, in the conclusion of his chapter on homosexu¬ 
ality in his 1979 book, The Moral Teaching of Paul, writes: 

Since Paul offered no direct teaching to his own churches on the 
subject of homosexual conduct, his letters certainly cannot yield 
any specific answers to the questions being faced in the modern 
church. ... It is a mistake to invoke Paul’s name in support of any 
specific position in these matters. 

As early as in 1964, German theologian Helmut Thielicke, in the 
volume of his Theological Ethics dealing with sex and homosexuality, 
after a thoroughgoing discussion of all of the relevant biblical passages, 
wrote, “There is not the slightest excuse for maligning the constitutional 
homosexual morally or theologically.” He went on to observe, however, 
that the continuing willingness to do so on the part of the Christian 
churches has nothing to do with the biblical texts, and very much to do 
with what he calls “doctrinaire prejudices.” 


Doctrinaire prejudices, which at the same time distort the theolog¬ 
ical problem presented by homosexuality, manifest themselves also 
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in the fact that the value-judgment, “homosexuality is sinful,” is 
not isolated from an objective assessment of the phenomenon but 
is rather projected into it, and the result is that one arrives at an a 
priori defamation of those who are afflicted with this anomaly. 

Yet the matter remains unsettled. In an article in Christianity Today, 
“Why Is This Important?” Stanton L. Jones 4 gives three reasons. “First, 
the church's historically high view of the authority of scripture is threat¬ 
ened by efforts at revising the church’s position on homosexuality.” His 
second reason is that if homosexuals are defined primarily by their sexual 
inclinations, this definition is contrary to the fundamental definition of 
Christian identity. The third and most critical reason, however, is this: 
"We can only change our position on homosexuality by changing our 
fundamental stance on biblical authority, by changing our core view of 
sexuality, and by changing the meaning and character of Christ’s call 
on our lives.” 

The first of Jones’s objections, that the authority of scripture is chal¬ 
lenged by a revision of the church’s position on homosexuality, does not 
take account of the fact that the authority of scripture seems not to have 
been challenged by the revision of the church’s position on women, 
Jews, and slavery. Nor does he appear to take into account the fact that, 
high view or not, the scripture has so little to say about homosexuality 
that it cannot be called upon to resolve the contemporary church’s de¬ 
bates about homosexuality or address itself to the modern complexity of 
human sexuality. It should also be noted that it is not homosexuals who 
define themselves by their sexual desires, but it is invariably the case 
that persons opposed to homosexuality define it and homosexuals exclu¬ 
sively in sexual terms. Finally, of course, what Jones sees as a “problem” 
is in fact the only intellectually and spiritually responsible way forward. 
We must change our position on homosexuality if that position is based 
upon a prejudicial and uninformed reading of scripture. Our funda¬ 
mental stance on biblical authority ought by no means to be an absolute; 
that is a form of Protestant idolatry. Indeed, our core view of sexuality 
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ought to change, and must, and the “meaning and character of Christ’s 
call on our lives” thus is not merely changed but enlarged to reflect a 
dynamic and inclusive gospel. 

What is at stake is not simply the authority of scripture, as conservative 
opponents to homosexual legitimization like to say, but the authority of 
the culture of interpretation by which these people read scripture in 
such a way as to lend legitimacy to their doctrinaire prejudices. Thus 
the battle for the Bible, of which homosexuality is the last front, is really 
the battle for the prevailing culture, of which the Bible itself is a mere 
trophy and icon. Such a cadre of cultural conservatives would rather de¬ 
fend their ideology in the name of the authority of scripture than con¬ 
cede that their self-serving reading of that scripture might just be wrong, 
and that both the Bible and the God who inspires it may be more gra¬ 
cious, just, and inclusive than they can presently afford to be. 

The biblical writers never contemplated a form of homosexuality in 
which loving, monogamous, and faithful persons sought to live out the 
implications of the gospel with as much fidelity to it as any heterosexual 
believer. All they knew of homosexuality was prostitution, pederasty, 
lasciviousness, and exploitation. These vices, as we know, are not un¬ 
known among heterosexuals, and to define contemporary homosexuals 
only in these terms is a cultural slander of the highest order, reflecting 
not so much prejudice, which it surely does, but what the Roman Cath¬ 
olic Church calls “invincible ignorance,” which all of the Christian 
piety and charity in the world can do little to conceal. The “problem,” 
of course, is not the Bible, it is the Christians who read it. 


Testimony in the Yard 

This is where 1 come in. 

A few years ago 1 found myself speaking at a rally in Harvard Yard, 
at the request of an organization of gay and lesbian undergraduates who 
had found themselves the objects of an attack against them on religious 
grounds by a conservative undergraduate periodical. The articles in the 
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periodical, all written bv undergraduates, most of whom were conser¬ 
vative Roman Catholics, argued that homosexuality was bad for the in¬ 
dividual. bad for society, and should be condemned on religious and 
biblical grounds as well as on the empirical evidence of the unhappy 
lives of homosexuals. The purported purpose of this periodical was pas¬ 
toral. no malice was intended, and while it was meant to be provocative 
and to attract attention, it was also meant to persuade, by the power of 
its arguments from Christian tradition and contemporary social analysis, 
that homosexuality was an unsound position and an unsafe and destruc¬ 
tive lifestyle. 

In its efforts to attract attention and to provoke, the periodical was a 
roaring success, and the response was outrage on the part of the Harvard 
homosexual community. It should be pointed out that this community 
was a diverse and secular one, and that while many of its members were 
doubtless devout practitioners of a number of religious faiths, it would 
be less than accurate to call the community as a whole particularly 
v isibly religious, and the rally itself was hardly a churchy affair. It was 
arranged to be located in the traditional gathering place for protest and 
demonstration in Harvard Yard, on the large platform that forms the 
south porch of The Memorial Church, the scene not only of hundreds 
of rallies over the years but of the annual Commencement exercises. 
When the Harvard community has something on its mind, it gathers on 
these steps to express it. 

In the days after publication of these articles and before the rally itself, 
the college community was ablaze with debate and controversy, and 
many felt that a line in college civility had been crossed. Rarely in the 
memory of many had one group of students taken to print to castigate 
its fellow students, and quickly the issue of homosexuality and religion 
fell second to questions of fairness, fair play, and civil discourse. At 
Harvard, where tolerance and diversity had long assumed the status of 
sacred cow and secular icon, the challenge to these virtues assumed in 
the minds of many a form of blasphemy. Some homosexual students 
said that they no longer felt safe from physical attack if they could be 
subjected in print to such an aggressive assault. What may have been 
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genuine desire on the part of the young authors to present their strongly 
argued positions as a way of opening a vigorous debate on an issue of 
enormous moral significance had the effect of most polemics. Fears and 
anxieties were raised where few had been before, discourse was inhibited 
rather than stimulated, and the moral climate of the community was 
poisoned. What was meant to be robust debate was perceived to be 
theological thuggery, and the situation could not continue unaddressed. 

It was to this situation that I, and a number of other members of the 
faculty and administration, were invited to speak. I accepted the invi¬ 
tation both because I recognized the precariousness of the situation and 
because I believed I had something to say that would not necessarily be 
said by my secular colleagues on the platform. I fully appreciated the 
fact that I was not asked to speak because of any radical credentials that 
I may have had: I had none and was not thought to have any. After all, 

I was the man who had prayed for Ronald Reagan at his second inaugual 
and preached for George Bush at his first. Some knew I was a Repub¬ 
lican, and others knew I had been consistently on the “wrong” side of 
the divestment issue in the debates on South Africa. I was opposed to 
divestment. I knew that I was invited to speak as a representative of the 
establishment and, together with certain of my colleagues, was expected 
to lend a patina of respectability to an occasion that otherwise might be 
easily written off as homosexual hysteria. I also knew that no one wanted 
me to be “religious.” Religion, in fact, was part of the problem here and 
not part of the solution, or so it was thought by my secular friends: 

I knew all that, and yet I also knew that the only ground on which I 
could stand in this particular instance was religious ground, and so 
rather than a pious elegiac on civility, or an exercise in political outrage, 

I determined that I would make my best effort to represent my under¬ 
standing of the Bible and the Christian faith as it applied to the heart 
of the present discontents. As the university’s pastor and preacher, as a 
Christian, and asjuJiomosexualj I decided to reclaim by; proclaiming a 
vision of the gospel that was inclusive rather than exclusive, and to do 
so as a Christian who was more than the sum of the parts of which I 
was made. I did so. I did so because I wanted all and sundry, but par- 
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ticularlv these young homosexuals and their polemic antagonists, to see 
that there was more than one way to read the Bible and to understand 
the imperatives of the Christian faith. Certainly I wanted to contribute 
to the cooling down of local passions, but admittedly I also wanted to 
win minds and hearts, or at least to awaken them, to a view of the 
Christian faith which in dispute valued charity and humility over mean- 
spiritedness and arrogance. I thought of Edwin Markham’s poem about 
the circle: 


He drew a circle that shut me out— 

Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout. 

But Love and I had the wit to win: 

We drew a circle that took him in. 

I warned of the dangers of Christian absolutism, with the appropriate 
references to the Spanish Inquisition and the Salem witch trials, and I 
dismissed the easy references to scripture and the rather glib social anal- 
vsis as unworthy of thinking or charitable Christian debate. I gave my 
speech, and naively thought that my disclosure of my own homosexu¬ 
ality would serve to substantiate the Christian message of reconciliation 
in diversity and equality in Christ. I, however, rather than my message, 
became the subject of attention. 

The ensuing tempest drove me to an ever more intense study of both 
the relevant passages of scripture and the theories of interpretation, her¬ 
meneutics, as we call it in the trade, by which they are to be explained 
and understood. Despite some student calls for my resignation or dis¬ 
missal, and threatening noises from clergy in my increasingly edgy de¬ 
nomination of American Baptist, I nevertheless found this experience to 
be one of the most formative and rewarding of my ministry. I prayed a 
lot, and w as prayed for, and the support of friends who were secular and 
could not understand the problem, and of religious friends who did, and 
did not, and of strangers who heard not me but what I had said, served 
to sustain me in the difficult times. I got much mail, most of it a plea¬ 
sure to receive. All that was not a delight to read, however, had to do 
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with the Bible. Many of my critics, chiefly from within the religious 
community, asked if I read the same Bible they did, and if I did, how 
then could I possibly reconcile my position with that of scripture? When 
arguments failed, anathemas were hurled and damnations promised. 
The whole incident confirmed what had long been my suspicion. Fear 
was at the heart of homophobia, as it was at the heart of racism, and as 
with racism, religion —particularly the Protestant evangelical kind that 
had nourished me —was the moral fig leaf that covered naked prejudice. 
I further concluded that more rather than less attention must be given 
to how we read the scriptures, what we bring to the text, what we find 
in the text, and what we take from the text. This transaction has brought 
me to the present moment, and I am grateful for that. 


It Seems to Be All About Sex 

It is all well and good to discuss what the Bible says or doesn’t say about 
homosexuality, and it has been the purpose of this chapter to do just 
that. But when it comes down to cases, homosexuality is not about the 
Bible or texts. It is all about sex, and that is what tends to make it rather 
difficult to talk about in polite society, particularly in the religiously 
saturated culture of the United States that is still squeamish about the 
subject of sex. This squeamishness doesn’t deny the hedonistic basis of 
much of our popular culture; entertainment and advertising, perhaps 
our two chief “art forms,” are suffused with sex. Calvin Klein makes a 
sexual statement with every promotion of his underwear. The soap ope¬ 
ras glide on a film of sexual frisson, and the substance, if we can call it 
that, of television situation comedies and nightclub stand-up comics is 
laced with sexual innuendo, and often with considerably more than 
innuendo. 

The paradox of our culture is that while we are hardly averse to sex 
and its all too prominent place in our public consciousness, we are still 
awkward in talking about it. Perhaps this is not surprising in a sophis¬ 
ticated civilization that persists in all sorts of childish euphemisms for 
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bodv parts and functions and refers to what other cultures call simply 
the toilet as the “rest room.” This reticence in speech is explained by 
many as a result of modesty. In honest discussions about homosexuality, 
how ever, this reticence gets in the way. When we ask just what is wrong 
with homosexuality, we are forced to ask what for many is the far more 
difficult question, what is the purpose or function of sex? 

Taking its cues from much of its inherited Jewish morality of sex, the 
early Christian church had little doubt that the chief function of sex 
was to procreate. When the Hebrew Bible commanded that humankind 
be fruitful and multiply, as is recorded in Genesis 1:28, the Hebrew 
w riter meant that from the posterity of Adam would come the Messiah. 
Fecundity was not simply to replicate the race, but to provide the means 
for the Messiah to enter into the world. Every male child was in fact a 
potential Messiah, as King Herod, in Matthew’s gospel, knew only too 
well. Thus, for the Jews, any sexual activity that interfered with the 
possible birth of the Messiah was forbidden. The wasting of seed through 
nonprocreative sex was destructive not only to the survival of the race 
but to the redemption of the race through the Messiah. Masturbation, 
coitus interrupts, and, understandably, sex without the possibility of 
issue, that is, homosexual activity, was proscribed. 

Not only did the early Christians have this moral inheritance as a 
part of their identity, they also had the negative examples of pagan sexual 
practices, which to them upheld private pleasure and satisfaction, to¬ 
gether with aspects of exploitation and degradation, at the expense of 
the best interests of society. For Paul and his contemporaries, the end 
of the world would soon be at hand, and for them the Messiah had 
come in the form of Jesus Christ. Paul, interestingly enough, does not 
endorse the procreative aspects of sex, and in fact seems to prefer celi¬ 
bacy as the higher vocation. For those for whom the call of celibacy 
was too high, he issued his famous edict that it was “better to marry 
than to bum” —not in hell but with desire for the satisfactions of sex. 
In I Corinthians 7 he discusses the conjugal relations that ought to 
obtain between Christian husbands and wives. Nowhere does he men¬ 
tion that the sole purpose of such conjugality is the procreation of chil- 
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dren. That emphasis would come later with the Church Fathers, who, 
seeing that the end of the world was not yet at hand and that the church 
needed to be replenished, grudgingly gave the mandate of sex for pro¬ 
creation. They were grudging in that they, like Paul, held celibacy to 
be a higher vocation than marriage. And as such Church Fathers as 
Jerome, Augustine, Origen, and Tertullian all knew either by experi¬ 
ence, as was certainly the case with Augustine, or by keen observation, 
the pagan pleasures of sex, which they themselves had renounced upon 
their conversion to Christianity, they wished to separate “Christian sex” 
from “pagan sex” by imposing a strictly moral purpose on it. 


Augustine and the Invention of Shame 

To minimize carnal pleasure, Augustine and his colleagues endowed 
the act of intercourse with the burden of shame. Lust was the sinful 
desire that could only be mitigated by purposeful, procreative, and un- 
pleasurable sex. The very organs of sex, the genitals, were called by 
Augustine pudena, from the Latin pudere, “to be ashamed.” Thus the 
genitals were instruments of shame because what they facilitated was 
itself a shameful, disgusting, but necessary act. Augustine reconstructs, 
“resitualizes,” as modern biblical critics would call it, the Eden story 
and transforms it from a story of creation and disobedience to a tale of 
the discovery of sexual shame, making sex, and not disobedience, the 
original sin by which all of the subsequent race was tainted at birth. It 
is in this way that he reads Psalm 51:5, “Behold, 1 was brought forth in 
iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me.” As Reav Tannahill 
points out in her eminently readable Sex in History, for Augustine and 
the moral theology he was developing, “The body was no more than a 
flawed vessel for the mind and spirit, and it was now up to the Church 
to propagate Christian morality in these terms.” 5 

He succeeded beyond his wildest dreams, if the austere Augustine 
may be credited with wild dreams. Celibacy became the badge of moral 
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authority. Marriage was a concession to human weakness and the need 
for companionship, children, and sex. And sex within marriage was tol¬ 
erated not for pleasure but for the morally worthy purpose of producing 
more Christians —but even children were described as a “bitter plea¬ 
sure." of which the pangs of childbirth were both sign and punishment. 
Somewhere in the twelfth or thirteenth century, marriage was made a 
sacrament, which meant that like all sacraments it could not be dis¬ 
solved. Jesus’ judgment on divorce, “Whoever divorces his wife and 
marries another commits adulter)' against her; and if she divorces her 
husband and marries another, she commits adultery” (Mark 10:11-12), 
confirms Paul’s textually older prohibition on divorce in I Corinthians 
~:io—15. According to Tannahill, “One marriage . . . should supply 
enough companionship for any man; second marriages were adultery, 
third fornication, and fourth nothing short of ‘swinish.’ ” 

Given these strictures and the intrinsic sense of sin attached to sex, 
it is no wonder that sexual activity outside of marriage that gave only 
pleasure or sensation because it was incapable of performing its moral 
duty of producing issue was held in deep revulsion. The Bible, we may 
say, was utilized to reinforce this position, but as we have seen, the Bible 
was evidence for the prohibitions rather than the basis for them. Ho¬ 
mosexuality was thus by definition, together with masturbation and other 
forms of nonprocreative sexual activity, deviant, and the degree to which 
these deviations gave pleasure only compounded the sin of lust. 

What the homosexual did was different, and hence the homosexual 
was different, and in a religious world that increasingly prized conform¬ 
ity in all things, but particularly in sexual matters, the difference branded 
the homosexual a threat to the moral order, the equivalent of a heretic 
in the church or a traitor to the state. This is the position when Saint 
Thomas Aquinas arrives, whose teaching formed a basis of moral phi¬ 
losophy for the treatment of homosexuality up to the present. Until fairly 
recent times, homosexuality was regarded first as sin, then as crime, and 
then as illness. These cultural identities all stem from what homosexuals 
do or cannot do sexually, and the source again is not the Bible but 
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the moral assumptions of the Church Fathers with which they then read 
the Bible and interpreted it as part of the teaching tradition of the 
church. 


What the Homosexual cr Does” 

Andrew Sullivan, 6 the Roman Catholic and openly gay former editor of 
The New Republic, tells of an encounter with Patrick J. Buchanan on 
Crossfire, Buchanan’s television talk show. The subject was same-sex 
marriage, with Sullivan in favor of it and Buchanan opposed. Thun¬ 
dered Buchanan, “Andrew, it’s not what you are. It is what you do!” A 
good Roman Catholic knows that what homosexuals “do” is to have sex 
in which the possibility of procreation is excluded. Since the only pur¬ 
pose of sex is to procreate, when that is by definition not possible, the 
sexual activity is also by definition “unnatural” and proscribed by church 
teaching. Sullivan points out in his New Republic essay, however, that 
the Roman Catholic Church permits the marriage of infertile couples 
in church and allows them sex. Couples in which the wife is past child¬ 
bearing are also allowed to marry in church and to have sex although 
the procreation options are closed. By a miracle a childless couple could 
have a child, but as Sullivan points out, if we appeal to the miraculous, 
why are God’s miracles necessarily limited to heterosexual couples? If 
homosexuality is an objective disorder, then what is infertility? Sullivan’s 
argument is that the church has accommodated itself to nonprocreative 
sex in marriage. By what logic other than circular does it oppose ho¬ 
mosexual nonprocreative sex in a marriage that also in every other way 
conforms to the church’s definition of the marriage state? 

In his recently published essay “By Their Fruits” in Our Selves, Our 
Souls and Bodies, Boston College Professor of Theology Charles C. 
Hefling, Jr., 7 raises this timely discussion to a new level of clarity. Writ¬ 
ing firmly within the tradition of Anglican moral theology, Hefling ar¬ 
gues that to say that homosexual conduct is wrong because the Bible 
says it is “is not to answer but to dismiss the question.” 
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He puts the question in the way he thinks it should be asked: “Are 
there sound reasons for revising the traditional account of what the 
wrongness of homosexuality consists in? Is the idea that physical inti- 
maev between men or between women can only be unnatural an idea 
that the best available understanding of the relevant facts will no longer 
support?" In other words, are we able to advance beyond the moral 
hvpothesis of Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas that the sole 
natural function of sex is procreation? 


Beyond Procreation 

The answer is yes. There is a widely shared consensus developed over 
time that “sex is good in more ways than one.” He cites the 1958 reso¬ 
lution of the Ninth Lambeth Conference, the decennial meeting of the 
bishops of the worldwide Anglican Communion, which on the subject 
of intercourse said, “Sexual intercourse is not by any means the only 
language of earthly love, but it is, in its full and right use, the most 
revealing.... It is a giving and receiving in the unity of two free spirits 
which is in itself good. . . . Therefore it is utterly wrong to say that. . . 
such intercourse ought not to be engaged in except with the willing 
intention of children.” The Roman Church teaches that the sexual act 
must have two core elements: the procreative, which means an openness 
to the possibility of new life, and the unitive, which means a commit¬ 
ment to faithfulness. The Lambeth ruling makes it clear that the pro- 
creative does not take precedence over the unitive, and in fact the 
unitive is an equally valid context in which the sexual act may take 
place. Fruitfulness in marriage, as Hefling argues, can be real without 
being visibly obvious. Or, as he neatly summarizes it, “Sex can be pro¬ 
ductive without being reproductive.” On this basis Hefling argues that 
“homosexual intercourse is not, in and of itself, the unnatural vice that 
tradition condemns.” 



Sex Redeemed 


Hefling has not devoted this careful and constructive analysis merely to 
the advocacy of what is called “gay marriage,” which is of course a civil 
affair and very much before the public in the congressional debates on 
the so-called Defense of Marriage Act. Hefling is suggesting that the 
church, his own Anglican Communion and by implication all other 
churches, advance the conversation to the point where the relevant ques¬ 
tion is what are the appropriate Christian expectations placed upon 
those permanent, monogamous, faithful, intimate relationships within 
which the sexual act takes place, whether the relationship be heterosex¬ 
ual or homosexual. “Have same-sex relationships the same potential for 
sacramental meaning and power” as heterosexual relationships? He be¬ 
lieves they have because “they can, and do signify a natural good.” Sex 
thus understood is not only redeemed, it is also redemptive. 



PART THREE 


THE TRUE AND LIVELY 
WORD 


❖ 

“Give grace, O heavenly Father, to all Bishops, 
Pastors, and Curates, that they may both by 
their life and doctrine set forth Thy true and lively word.” 
—Thomas Cranmer, 

The Book of Common Prayer, 1662 




CHAPTER 9 


THE BIBLE AND THE GOOD LIFE 


O YER the years of my ministry I have come to two conclusions 
about people and the Bible. The first is that people really do 
desire to be and to do good. They want to know what makes a good 
life, and they want such a good life for themselves and for those they 
love. The second is that people have an instinctive belief that the Bible 
is an important book and that it is significant in helping them learn 
about the good life, but that most of them do not know how to read the 
Bible, finding it a confusing mystery and not understanding what is in 
it or how to make sense and meaning of what is in it. Thus the good 
life remains an elusive goal and the Bible an unknown, even unknow¬ 
able book. Is it wrong to expect the Bible to provide a key to the good 
life? Is that not using the Bible in a self-serving way? Am I stupid for 
not being able to figure out on my own what the Bible says and means? 
Do I have to be a fundamentalist or a biblical scholar to answer these 
questions? These two questions and their attendant anxieties consume 
the interests of many modern men and women, who are, in the words 
of Carl jung, “in search of a soul.” 


The Desire for the Good Life 

In the autumn of 1995 I went to preach in one of New York City’s oldest 
and most historic churches, the First Presbyterian Church on lower 
Fifth Avenue in Greenwich Village. This was the church in which Harry 
Emerson Fosdick preached his famous 1923 sermon, “Shall the Fun¬ 
damentalists Win?” The liberal Fosdick, a Baptist by ordination, created 
such a fuss among the more conservative Presbyterians that he was 
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forced out of the friendly and relatively liberal pulpit of the First Church 
by a less than friendly denomination. As a consequence, the Riverside 
Church was founded to provide an unfettered pulpit for his preaching. 
There are some who would suggest that the transformation of America’s 
traditional churches, from the main line to the sidelines, began with 
this confrontation. The First Church has a proud history, but until re¬ 
cently most churches with a proud history faced an uncertain future. 
The movement was away from these old establishments, the balance of 
power was shifting to the more conservative, evangelical, and nonde- 
nominational religious powerhouses in the suburbs of the South, the 
Heartland, and the Far West. For twenty-five years we have heard of the 
slow death of the once-thriving inner-city churches. They have been 
killed off by dead preaching, aging congregations, costly physical plants, 
the changing demographics of America, and unfavorable statistics. 

By all measures then, the First Presbyterian Church should have been 
dead on its feet years ago. Surrounded as it is by a half-dozen institutions 
of higher learning in one of New York’s trendiest and most secular 
neighborhoods, one might have expected to find a small and faithful 
congregation of the elderly, holdouts against an inevitable decline, hud¬ 
dled within these nineteenth-century Gothic walls much like the old 
praying women muttering their beads in the neglected darkness of Or¬ 
thodox churches in the secular Soviet Russia of two generations ago. 
Yet the place was filled to the doors with a vibrant, varied, and energetic 
congregation. Many came from the suburbs into the city for services, 
and as many, if not more, were New Yorkers from nearby; even more 
were new Presbyterians and new Christians. I was delighted and sur¬ 
prised. On the Sunday in question nearly forty new members were re¬ 
ceived into the church, and this, I was told, happened three times a 
year. Most of these were young adults, and many were young parents. 
From the little biographical summaries the pastor made as each person 
came forward I learned something of who they were and why they were 
joining this church. Many had been brought up in church but had 
fallen away; others had never known a church, had discovered this one, 
and had decided to sign on. None, it seemed, was merely going through 
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the motions; all were intentional and articulate about why they were 
there and what they wanted. What they wanted could be summed up 
in three words: The Good Life. 

The Good Life to many now has a decidedly comfortable, consum- 
erist. and secular ring to it. Following the gospel of Wall Street’s Gordon 
Gekko. that "greed is good,” the good life means as much of this world’s 
goods as can be carried away and charged. He who dies with the most 
toys wins. We all know about the Greedy Eighties, that decade of ram¬ 
pant materialism in which our cultural values were defined by televi¬ 
sion’s Dynasty and Alexis Carrington, and Dallas and ). R. Ewing. Junk 
bonding was the national sport, and self-indulgence was a constitutional 
right. Excess was in, moderation was only for those who could not ac¬ 
celerate or excel. Luxury' was both a goal and a reward, and Godiva 
chocolates turned one of the world’s most ordinary of confections into 
a pricey status symbol. Cityscapes exploded with steel and glass temples 
to the gods of commerce; banks, insurance companies, and brokerage 
houses sprang up everywhere. Malls, the horizontal version of these 
monuments to the credit economy of things, killed off the pokey down¬ 
towns of Middle America, and became self-sustained suburban pleasure 
domes. The word was “development,” and the developers became the 
apostles of the new age of instant and trouble-free prosperity. This was 
as close to heaven as the Brie-and-bottled-water set wanted to get, and 
a New Yorker Thanksgiving cartoon of that era captured the mood: It 
showed one Pilgrim saying to another as the Mayflower was putting in 
to Plymouth Harbor, “Religious freedom is my immediate goal, but my 
long-range plan is to go into real estate.” 

The Harvard undergraduates I knew in those days, when asked what 
they wanted out of life, would say that they wanted “the good life,” or 
“a good life,” and by that most of them meant, like their college gen¬ 
eration across the country, and perhaps the world, economic security, 
marital happiness, and a license to pursue the pleasures of this world. 
“I’m not greedy,” one once said to me. “I just want all I can get, legally, 
of course.” Many of these have now learned the truth of the sad apho¬ 
rism “Be careful what you pray for, for you just might get it.” Since no 
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one aspires to be lower class, and our democratic and anti-elitist prin¬ 
ciples deny the existence of an upper class, everybody in America of 
whom account is taken is middle class. Political parties and their par¬ 
tisans are devoted to the interests of this middle class, and the values 
and virtues of this class are taken to be normative, worthy of emulation 
and preservation. Affirmative action and high taxes “hurt the middle 
class”; high interest rates and government regulations “hurt the middle 
class”; and in fact, if Newt Gingrich and most of the Republican can¬ 
didates for high office are to be believed, government itself is lethal to 
the health of the middle class. 

It does not take a degree in sociology to know that this vast entity 
known as the middle class is unhappy, and woefully so. Elsewhere we 
have discussed some of the reasons for this discontent, and they are 
familiar to us all, but one of these discontents, not often discussed, is a 
discontent not with the failures of our system but with the unsatisfying 
nature of our system’s success. In the Needy Nineties, over and over 
again I have heard from people who by the standards of the day have 
made it, or are making it, the plaintive and at times resentful question, 
“Is this all there is? Isn’t there more to life than this?” This is not a 
question of greed but of need, an acknowledgment that what has been 
sold as the good life is not all it was cracked up to be. 

Some years ago I gave the commencement address at a very posh 
girls’ day school in Manhattan. Many of the brightest and the best of 
the girls went on to Radcliffe and to other elite colleges, and soon 
thereafter would make their way into the expanding stratosphere of the 
establishment once reserved for their brothers. They were able, aggres¬ 
sive, and entitled young women on the threshold of conquering the 
world, and I rejoiced in their achievement, was happy to celebrate with 
them, and wished them well. I took as my text on that bright sunny 
morning in midtown that wonderful passage from Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount in Matthew 6, where he asks, “Is not life more than food, and 
the body more than clothing?” Neither for Jesus nor for me was this a 
hostile question, and he goes on to invite his listeners, as 1 did, to “con- 
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sider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they 
spin, yet their heavenly father provides for them. Are you not of more 
worth than these?" It is one of the most lyrical passages in all of litera¬ 
ture. one well suited to the overachieving anxieties of prep school. It 
concludes with the sound advice, “Therefore do not be anxious about 
tomorrow , tor tomorrow will be anxious for itself.” Jesus knew his au¬ 
dience. and I thought that I knew mine, and I think the girls liked it, 
or at least they told me so. 

All w ere not pleased, however, and at the reception the father of one 
of the girls came up to me with fire in his eyes and ice in his voice, 
and told me that what I had said was a lot of nonsense. I replied that I 
hadn't said it, but that Jesus had. “It’s still nonsense,” he said, not easily 
dissuaded by an appeal to scripture. “It was anxiety that got my daughter 
into this school, it was anxiety that kept her here, it was anxiety that got 
her into Yale, it will be anxiety that will keep her there, and it will be 
anxiety that will get her a good job. You are selling nonsense.” 

He was one unsatisfied customer, and I recognized the type, for I 
have watched Harvard parents drive their children not only to college 
but to distraction with their anxiety that they get the credentials for the 
good life. If the parents are wealthy they want their kids to learn practical 
skills to manage and to keep the wealth intact; if the parents are poor 
they want their kids to get the practical skills to move up the economic 
and social escalator, both for the kids and, vicariously, for themselves; 
and if the parents are from the middle class, they want their kids to be 
responsible and to get the practical skills, and so forth. Few parents tell 
their children to smell the roses or consider the lilies or become a poet 
or a potter or a painter, and when the child, wonder of wonders, dis¬ 
covers his or her muse and wants to take Music or Fine Arts or a seminar 
on Hindu religion instead of “something useful, like economics,” they 
are anxious because of their parents’ anxieties. College, to some stu¬ 
dents, and, alas, to most parents, is the very expensive ticket to the good 
life. 

It is a pity, but it is also a truth that for many it is only when the 
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good life turns sour or proves inadequate that it is seen to be not good 
enough. If Wordsworth were still taught and known as our grandparents 
knew him, we could say, 

The world is too much with us: late and soon. 

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers: 

Little we see in nature that is ours. 

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 

The poem may be less known than of old, but the truth is even less 
so, and I think we have reached that point where so many thousands of 
able, disappointed, and questing people are prepared to exchange the 
good life for the life that is good. That is what brought so many of those 
people to the First Presbyterian Church in New York City. That search 
is what is beginning to fill up the waste places of America’s churches 
across the continent. 

Some sociologists of this phenomenon describe the yuppie return to 
religion as the result of parenting, that these young people are seeking 
spiritual security for their children in the same way that they want them 
to have straight teeth, the best day care, and early violin lessons. This 
spirituality is just one more consumer objective to be satisfied. The 
consumer mentality is hard to break, and there is the very real ecclesi¬ 
astical version of comparison shopping: looking for the church with the 
best parking, the most congenial day-care programs, the best choir; and 
the most user-friendly preaching. What is wrong with this? Why 
shouldn't we rejoice that people take the same care in seeking out spir¬ 
itual guidance as they do in looking for a dentist or a podiatrist for the 
family dog? Who are we to dismiss disillusion with what this world offers 
as the good life as an inadequate reason for seeking out the life that is 
good, and for those things that make for life rather than just for a living? 

We should congratulate those who see that what they have is less than 
meets the eye, we should encourage them in their search for meaning 
and transformation, and those of us in the religion business should pray 
to God that we are able to help them in their search for the living 
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waters. Perhaps one of the most remarkable phenomena of our age, at 
the end of what we like to call “modernity,” is this palpable search for 
the good, for goodness, and for God. Some will call it a revival. I do 
not, for it suggests that people are looking for that which they once had 
and lost. I prefer to call it a pilgrimage, whose characteristic is the search 
for that which has not yet been achieved. This is not a backward, nos¬ 
talgic. sentimental retreat into the religious certainties of an earlier age. 
This is not vour father’s Chevrolet, as a very effective advertisement for 
the newest model once put it. Because this movement arises out of the 
despair and disappointments of our experience of a true secularity, this 
is trulv countercultural, new, and full of adventure; and that others in 
other times have discovered what these now seek is a sign of encour¬ 
agement in the pilgrimage. 


An Elusive Book 

The people of whom I have been speaking have a sense that the Bible 
has something to do with the true good life that they have been search¬ 
ing for. They know it is a holy book, but they don’t quite know why, or 
how it is so, and that is in part because they have no real sense of what 
the holy is. That is not because they are an ignorant or insensitive lot, 
but rather because they have been the products of a spiritless, godless, 
and remorselessly mundane world in which the notion of a transcendent 
and ultimate other has been erased from our collective memory. The 
culture that has shaped and formed the culture in which they live and 
against which they must now contend has been so arrogantly and ag¬ 
gressively hostile to what cannot be quantified, measured, bought, or 
sold that it is no wonder that wonder itself has been held hostage to 
sensation and feeling, but not to meaning or to awe. The reigning ide¬ 
ology of our age, the notion that we are the solitary centers of the uni¬ 
verse and that in our splendor we are quite alone, means that we are 
left with just the consoling conceit that we are the only ones who have 
ever asked the great questions of life, that we alone have suffered, feared, 
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loved, lost, and sought for something beyond our grasp and control. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson’s dreadful hymn to “Self-Reliance” has per¬ 
suaded us not only that we are on our own but that we ought to be, 
and that we are failures if we cannot make it as solitary-, self-sufficient 
voyagers. 

Somehow, despite all this, people sense that there may be something 
in the Bible for them although they are not certain what it is and how 
to find it, and are fearful of confessing their ignorance in the matter. 
The answer is not to give these seekers the full benefit of a thousand, 
or even of the last twenty-five years, of biblical scholarship. That would 
be like a thirsty person trying to get a drink of water from an open fire 
hydrant. Biblical scholarship is important. I have made its importance 
central both to my preaching and to my teaching, and to this book as 
well. People do need to know, and deserve to know, what the Bible is 
and is not, and how it came to be, and what can and cannot be expected 
of it. No one should be in the position of a devout Catholic layman of 
whom I recently heard, who, now in late life, said that he was brought 
up in the pre-Vatican II church which told the laity not to read the 
Bible, and that all they would need to know about it the priest would 
tell them. “Now,” he said, “in my old age I would like to read it for 
myself, but I don’t know how.” 

The Bible has a talismanic quality, with magical, even oracular pow¬ 
ers attributed to it. This is why brides are given a Bible bound in white 
to take down the aisle on their wedding day; this is why oaths in court 
are sworn on it, and why presidents take their oaths on it as well. Many 
are the stories of soldiers in war whose lives were saved when a bullet 
meant for them was stopped by the leather-bound Bible in the breast 
pocket of their battle dress. “Swear on a stack of Bibles” is the ultimate 
request for truthfulness, and “It’s in the Bible” is the ultimate clincher 
to a religious argument among Christians. In our churches the place of 
honor given to the physical artifact of the Bible would confirm that 
impression. In Catholic churches one knows that the place of highest 
honor is the Tabernacle, in which the consecrated elements of the Eu- 
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charist are to be found, the very body and blood of Christ. It is to this 
that the priest and all others make their acts of veneration. In Episcopal 
churches the faithful make an act of reverence before the cross, both 
on the altar and when it passes them in procession, but in most Prot¬ 
estant churches it is the Bible that is the object of the devotions of the 
faithful. In certain churches the open Bible is to be found propped up 
between two candles on the Communion Table or altar. On Protestant 
pulpits the Bible is displayed, and in biblically minded churches the 
preacher makes much of the well-leafed floppy Bible in his left hand, 
to which he points with his right. Bibles are placed in cornerstones of 
buildings. The Gideons place them in bedside-table drawers in hotels 
and motels across the world, and the queen of England is presented 
with a Bible at her coronation. 

We are supposed to be a people beyond symbols, living in an age 
when svmbols have lost their potency, but as a symbol of what we aspire 
to and do not know, the Bible remains. The question also remains: What 
do we do with it? How do we get at it? Surely it is not to be read as we 
would read a catalog, a textbook, or a novel, is it? 

One of the reasons that fundamentalist and evangelical churches have 
experienced such profound growth in recent years has to do with the 
emphasis they place upon the Bible. It is not necessarily the theology 
of fundamentalism that draws people in, and within the broader evan¬ 
gelical tradition there is a wide diversity of opinion on many matters of 
faith and practice. What these traditions have in common, and what 
fundamentalism offers in particular, is the assurance that they know 
what the Bible says, and are capable of telling the inquirer in such a 
way as to satisfy every need. For many this is an answer to prayer; they 
want to know what the Bible is about, and here is a place that will tell 
you all that you need to know, and then some. 

There are many who have a desire to make use of the Bible, to come 
to know it, and to discover within it the things that make for the good 
life they now seek. They do not wish to become either biblical scholars 
or Christian fundamentalists. They feel awkward with the concept of 
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“using the Bible,” wondering, perhaps, if profane hands can “use” holy 
things. Yet they worry as well that if they don’t make some effort to 
explore the deep things of God, which they believe the Bible speaks to, 
they will be hostage to anybody and everybody who knows more about 
it than they do. One very intelligent young woman told me that she was 
driven to consider a more intentional study of the Bible because when 
she was visited by the Jehovah’s Witnesses, she, a lifelong churchgoer, 
knew that what her visitors were saying about the Bible was nonsense, 
but she had no basis on which to argue with them. “They knew more 
than I did,” she said, “and that made me mad and embarrassed.” I have 
heard variations of this concern when young Christians try to argue with 
fundamentalist lay evangelists or street preachers. 

Arguments about scripture generally are unprofitable, and no one has 
ever been persuaded from his or her position in a biblical argument by 
the weight of superior scholarship; and so it is not my purpose here to 
provide tips on how to read the Bible, or strategies on how to best your 
antagonist in an argument about the Documentary Hypothesis or the 
Mosaic Authorship of the Pentateuch. The scholarship is available to 
be consulted, and it ought to be. Bible “study” should be that, and not 
just the steadfastly uninformed piety of the reader reflecting on “what 
this verse means to me.” God has given us a mind, the church has given 
us the benefit of its teachings, and the best of biblical scholarship has 
given us unparalleled resources with which to assist our understanding. 
It is not piety but arrogance that refuses to take advantage of these op¬ 
portunities for edification. 


Five Questions in Search oj an Answer 

My concern now, however, has to do with the relationship between the 
search for the good life and the Bible’s ability to help in that search. 
The needs of the age can be summarized in five question which those 
in search of the good life are likely to ask, and to which I believe the 
Bible provides an answer. The questions are these: 
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1. Am 1 the only one who is confused? 

2. W hat can I trust? 

Am I on my own? 

4. Can I feel good about myself? 
v How can I face the future? 


Am I the Only One Who Is Confused? 

Critics of the Bible have often said that its moral authority is compro¬ 
mised by the fact that it is filled with so many less than exemplary 
characters. No less an exemplary character than Helen Keller said of 
the Bible, in her autobiography, “There is much to the Bible against 
which even instinct of my being rebels, so much that I regret the ne¬ 
cessity which has compelled me to read it through from beginning to 
end.’’ Thomas Paine, writing in his anti-religious tract The Age of Rea¬ 
son, complained of the “obscene stories, the voluptuous debaucheries, 
the cruel and torturous executions, and unrelenting vindictiveness with 
which more than half the Bible is filled.” What engages the reader of 
the Bible is the fact that it is filled with people very much like the 
reader, people who are confused and confusing, who are less than ex¬ 
emplar} but who nevertheless participate in a developing encounter with 
God. If the Bible were just about the successful and the pious it would 
be little more than a collection of Horatio Alger tales or Barbara Cart- 
land romances. It could aspire at best to the status of Aesop’s Fables or 
a Norse epic. What makes the Bible interesting and compelling is the 
company of human beings who through its pages play their parts in the 
drama of the human and the divine. In the sense that Bible stories tell 
our story, the human story in relationship to the divine, they are true. 
They are not true because they are in the Bible; they are in the Bible 
because they are true to the experience of men and of women. 

Take, for example, the common theme of reluctance to accept re¬ 
sponsibility that God wants to confer. None of the prophets took on 
their assignments willingly or gladly. Moses complained that he was not 
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eloquent enough and that people wouldn’t believe him. Isaiah claimed 
himself unworthy, “a man of unclean lips.” Samuel was just a little boy. 
Ezekiel was sent out to preach to dead bones. Jonah refused to go to 
Nineveh, and yet God took these people and turned them into some¬ 
thing for his purpose. 

Esther we know of because hers is the only book in the Bible in which 
the name of God does not appear, and yet we know she was used of 
God, and had been “called to the kingdom for such a time as this.” 
Rahab the Harlot, who saved Joshua’s spies, and Ruth, who gleaned in 
Boaz's field and became an ancestress in the genealogy of Jesus, and 
Sarah, who laughed when she learned that in old age she was to bear 
a son to Abraham —none of these were heroic in the Greek sense of 
heroic. They were not even celebrities in the American sense of people 
being famous for being famous. They were ordinary people for whom 
God had a use, and the adventure of their stories is their discovery of 
their use of God’s use of them. 

No one who has ever suffered and wondered about the goodness of 
God can read the book of Job without a sense of profound recognition. 
No one can read the Psalms without a sense of the Psalmist’s psycho¬ 
logical insight into the depth and breadth of human experience. I once 
advised a woman about to undergo surgery for cancer to read the Psalms 
straight through, preferably in the King James Version. I wanted her to 
read the whole thing in one or two sittings in order to have an immer¬ 
sion experience in the soul of the writer, and I wanted her to read it in 
an unfamiliar yet evocative translation where there would be rhythmic 
power and imagery just slightly anachronistic so that she would have to 
enter into it and not simply be carried along by the familiarity of it all. 
She did as I suggested, and when I asked her how it went, she replied 
that she had had no idea that the Psalmist knew who she was, her precise 
condition, and what she needed and when. “When he rejoiced, so did 
I,” she said, “and when he howled and cried out, I did too.” She was 
not alone. 

I hated Lent as a child because the Passion story that gained in mo- 



The Bible and the Good Life 


( 187 

mentum as we got nearer and nearer to Easter was all about my im¬ 
perious namesake, Peter. Poor Peter, he never got it right. He was 
alwavs promising more that he could deliver. He walked on water, and 
then fell in. He promised never to deny Jesus, and then he did, not 
once but three times. His flaws were mine, his anxieties mine, and then, 
when I thought about it, his redemption and rehabilitation were also 
mine, and that was not so bad. 

The apostles of Jesus never seem to understand what is going on, 
and vet he loves them. They forsake him but he does not forsake them, 
and each one of their ordinary, shabby lives is transformed after an 
encounter with the living Jesus. They finally do “get it,” and we rejoice 
that they do. 

The Bible is filled with the companionship of the confused and seek¬ 
ing, men and women made of the most ordinary stuff who often fail to 
understand, who make mistakes, whose humanity is transparent, but 
who encounter the living God and whose lives thereby are changed. 
WTien Paul says that he regards no one any longer from a merely human 
point of view, he means that in Christ the limitations of the human 
perspective are overcome. People are not taken out of this life, but are 
given strength and power and purpose to live in it. In Romans 12, Paul 
invites the members of the Roman church to present their bodies as a 
living sacrifice to God, and in so doing they are not to be conformed 
to this world, but transformed by the renewing of their minds. In other 
words, they are to grow and change and become something and some¬ 
body other than what they now are. 

Think of Nicodemus, that wise doctor of Israel, in John’s gospel, who 
comes to Jesus by night to learn of life. He is very much confused and 
uncertain, this Nicodemus, when he hears Jesus say, “You must be born 
again.” So, too, are so many modern-day people confused when they 
hear that phrase, “born again.” To so many it sounds like a statement 
of spiritual achievement, a destination at which one has already arrived, 
and when it is uttered with the spiritual pride with which so many 
American Christians utter it, as a badge of spiritual and moral superi- 
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ority, we can understand why people are confused and mightily put off. 
What “born again” in the gospel means, however, is literally to begin 
all over again, to be given a second birth, a second chance. The one 
who is born again doesn’t all of a sudden get turned into a super- 
Christian. To be born again is to enter afresh into the process of spiritual 
growth. It is to wipe the slate clean. It is to cancel your old mortgage 
and start again. In other words, you don’t have to be always what you 
have now become. Such an offer is too good to be true for many, con¬ 
fusing for most, but for those who seek to be other than what they are 
now, who want to be more than the mere accumulation and sum total 
of their experiences, the invitation, “You must be born again,” is an 
offer you cannot afford to refuse. The Bible is an account of that great 
company of people who have both sought and found a way. We should 
take them seriously, for they have much to tell us. 


What Can I Trust? 

The world is longing for something worthy of its trust. So too are most 
men and women —longing for something to trust in, longing for some¬ 
one and something worthwhile to give one’s heart and life and love to. 
We are not too stingy, as the conventional wisdom goes; we are too 
generous, too trusting, and thus over and over again we give away our 
hearts and our trust to that which is not worthy of them. This is called 
idolatry, and because we must worship something we are tempted to 
worship anything, giving completely to that which can respond only 
partially, if at all. The sin of idolatry which is denounced in the Ten 
Commandments is denounced not so much for what the worshiper does 
not give God, but for what the false gods cannot give the true worshiper: 
“I am the God who brought you out of Egypt.” The emphasis is where 
it should be, on the one who performs the action. Because of the action 
performed, liberation from slavery, the God who accomplishes this de¬ 
serves and demands priority. A false god, or an idol, is by definition one 
who neither has nor can deliver the goods. 
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Political dictators do not gain the loyalty of their adherents, at least 
at first, h\ coercion. Those of us opposed to them like to think that that 
is the case, but I suggest that it is not necessarily so. Dictators win the 
loyalty of their people because people are anxious to have someone and 
something in which to believe and to whom they can give that loyalty. 
Dictators rely upon trust first, then upon gratitude, and only after these 
two. on fear and on terror and the repression that goes with them. Any¬ 
one who has watched any of those old newsreels and documentaries on 
the rise of the Third Reich notices with some chagrin that the German 
people listened to Hitler and heard him gladly, not because they were 
coerced into doing so but because they wanted to trust him and they 
were grateful for what he was able to do first for their spirits and their 
imagination, and then, by implication, for the state. 

Paul Tillich 1 wrote famously of “ultimate concern,” and attracted the 
attention of a generation deeply eager to find something worthy of its 
ultimate loyalty and trust. Writing in America’s most popular magazine, 
The Saturday Evening Post , in the middle of a postwar revival of reli¬ 
gious interest that saw so great a boom in the building of new churches 
that the phenomenon was called “the edifice complex,” Tillich titled 
his article “The Lost Dimension in Religion,” and argued that despite 
the apparent institutional success of Christianity, the real dimension had 
been lost: “If we define religion as the state of being grasped by an 
infinite concern we must say: Man in our time has lost such an infinite 
concern. And the resurgence of religion is nothing but a desperate and 
mostly futile attempt to regain what has been lost.” 

I think he was right. The religious boom of the 1950s was a blip and 
not a movement, and those main-line Protestant churches that largely 
profited from it were set up for a terrible fall from which many have 
yet to recover. In less than a decade the revival of religion in the America 
of the 1950s, expressed largely through statistics and buildings, was over, 
and the resurgence was indeed a “mostly futile attempt to regain what 
has been lost.” For Tillich what was lost was that “state of being grasped 
by an infinite concern,” and it was replaced by the sense of human 
achievement, power, and progress, of which the conquest of outer space 
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was the most significant sign. “The loss of the dimension of depth is 
caused by the relation of man to his world and to himself in our period, 
the period in which nature is being subjected scientifically and tech¬ 
nically to the control of man. In this period, life in the dimension of 
depth is replaced by life in the horizontal dimension.” 

We did put our trust in technology, economic success, and gave our 
utter institutional loyalties to the government, to the universities and 
colleges, and to the church. Technology failed us; we were not warmed 
but chilled by the terrors of our technology, epitomized by nuclear en¬ 
ergy. Our economy turned sour and continues to bedevil us. The gov¬ 
ernment lied to us in Vietnam and in Watergate, and continues to 
stumble in disrepute. Our colleges and universities turned first into lab¬ 
oratories of discontent, out of which came the angry violence of the late 
1960s and early 1970s, and since then have been unable to give a lead 
to the nation, or even to stem the dumbing-down of the culture. The 
churches, particularly those in whom such confidence was placed in 
the resurgence of the 1950s, have been reduced to mere observer status 
as men and women in search of a soul look elsewhere for meaning. 

These objects of trust all failed, and unambiguously so, proving them¬ 
selves unworthy of one's ultimate loyalty; and yet, because of these man¬ 
ifest failures, the issue of a loyalty worthy of our trust is even greater 
now than it was then. Hence the search for the good life is purer, more 
acute, and much less distracted by these idols and false gods than it was 
in the good old days, which is why this present search is not a revival 
or a resurgence, but rather a pilgrimage. It is also why for so many 
people it begins within, in the interior reaches of the soul. 

The Bible knows all about false gods and idols, things unworthy of 
our loyalty. Its first moral tale, that of Adam and Eve, is not about sex 
or even about disobedience. We might say that it is about a false trust 
in the benevolence of knowledge, for it was the fruit of that tree that 
got the first society into trouble. “O put not your trust in princes, nor 
in any child of man; for there is no help in them,” we read in Psalm 
146. “Some put their trust in chariots, and some in horses,” says Psalm 
20:7-8, “but we will remember the name of the Lord our God. They 
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are brought down and fallen; but we are risen and stand upright.” The 
Bible, if nothing else, is a book about the dangers of false trust: 

Put no trust in a neighbor, 
have no confidence in a friend, 
guard the doors of your mouth 
from her who lies in your bosom. 

For the son treats the father with contempt, 
the daughter rises up against her mother, 
the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; 
a man’s enemies are the men of his own house. 

But as for me, I will look to the Lord, I will wait 
for the God of my salvation; my God will hear me. 

(Micah 7:5-7) 

A book that knows this about the human condition must also know 
a lot about God. We can trust what that book has to say about the source 
of trust. It is not the Bible but the God of the Bible in whom we find 
someone, something, worthy of our loyalty, our ultimate concern, our 
trust: “In returning and rest you shall be saved: in quietness and trust 
shall be vour strength.” (Isaiah 30:15) 

For tired people weary of noise and striving after that which gives no 
reward, a book that promises this is worth taking seriously; and now, 
perhaps, having exhausted ourselves and all of the alternatives, we may 
just begin to do so. 


Am I on My Own? 

Despite the crowded conditions of this planet, most of us think ourselves 
alone and on our own in the matters that count. The two groups that I 
know best speak of loneliness as if it were patented for them alone. 
Students in their private confessions of soul, while they are anxious and 
fearful and full of the insecurities of youth, speak more often of lone- 



ig 2 ) THE TRUE AND LIVELY WORD 

liness than of anything else, and in those fears, anxieties, and insecurities 
they think of themselves as utterly alone and the first to feel this way. 
“It’s not that I'm homesick,” said one young undergraduate in a moment 
of unguarded candor, “but I do feel as if everything I do now depends 
entirely upon me and on me alone. I looked forward to being on my 
own, but now I’m not so sure.” 

The other group I know well, the clergy, have as their besetting anx¬ 
iety the fearful fact of loneliness. “In the end,” said one of my col¬ 
leagues, “we are all Lone Rangers. Lawyers, doctors, even computer 
programmers stick together; we are all soloists.” We might like to think 
of ourselves as Henry David Thoreau with his three chairs, “one for 
solitude, two for company, and three for society,” but the demands and 
disciplines of solitude are too much for most of us who have no woods 
into which we can retreat. 

We celebrate individualism and autonomy in America, and we like 
to think of ourselves as beyond merely following the crowd. Yet we abhor 
silence, and we mass together whenever we can, in sports stadia, rock 
concerts, and in that crowd that is defined not by physical proximity but 
by the deadening uniformity of the shared experience of television. Like 
those crowds that flock to Times Square to see in the New Year, we 
flock together and dare not be alone lest we discover that wc are not 
only alone but on our own. No one knows, no one cares. This is not 
the fear of mere physical isolation; rather, this is what Joseph Conrad 
once called “moral solitude.” This is what he says: 

Who knows what true loneliness is —not the conventional word, 
but the naked terror? To the lonely themselves it wears a mask. 
The most miserable outcast hugs some memory or some illusion. 
Now and then a fatal conjunction of events may lift the veil for an 
instant. For an instant only. No human being could bear a steady 
view of moral solitude without going mad. 

Moral solitude is more than the lack of companionship and fellow¬ 
ship; it is that, but it is more than that. It is the loss of the sense of 
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accountability and responsibility that at first appears to be the benefit of 
autonomy, but turns out to be, together with autonomy, itself a liability. 

\Ye all know the cliche that in Africa, the archtypical “primitive” 
society, it "takes a whole village to raise a child.” We utter that cliche 
with a sense of longing and of loss, for most of us remember those 
v illages from w hich we sought an early escape. When I was growing up, 
a small-town boy in the town of Plymouth, Massachusetts, now fifty years 
ago, I remember that the whole town was part of a conspiracy to deprive 
me of my liberty. “They” were all in it together, my school teachers, 
my pastor and Sunday school teachers, the cop on the beat, the butcher, 
the baker, the candlestick maker, they were all in league with my par¬ 
ents, and there were no hiding places. I remember once when I was 
fifteen years old and able to go to the “adult” movies when “adult” was 
not a euphemism for “pornographic,” I decided that I wanted to see 
what was then the controversial film The Sandpiper, with Elizabeth Tay¬ 
lor and Richard Burton, who were at the height of their notoriety. I 
knew that it was about a scandalous clergyman, and the presence of 
Elizabeth Taylor promised a little sizzle. So after school I put up my 
money to catch the matinee. I knew the ticket taker, and worse, she 
knew me. She left my money underneath the opening of her booth, 
and said, “Does your mother know you’re here?” I took back the money 
and fled. Mother probably would not have minded for she was a very 
sensible woman, but I minded that she would know what I had done, 
innocent as it seemed to me, even before I got home from the Old 
Colony Theatre. She would have cared, as did the ticket taker, and I 
would be accountable. The village, inhibiting and stifling as it was, 
worked. 

My college generation is the one that overthrew the old village 
concept of college life. We so harassed the college administrations of 
our day, heady as we were with the new wine of autonomy and revo¬ 
lution, that they caved in to our “nonnegotiable demands.” We killed 
requirements and regulations against our freedom, and with these we 
slew the biggest dragon on the campus, the doctrine of in loco parentis. 
No longer did the college stand in place of our parents. We were now 
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customers and consumers, and the college was our shopping mall. 

We are now running these colleges and more often than not are be¬ 
mused and confused when our students demand that the college take a 
moral stand, say on divestment in corporate malefactors of great wealth, 
or that it give institutional support to the values and needs, say, of mi¬ 
nority communities. When a controversial speaker comes to town and 
is likely to give offense to somebody, colleges are criticized for not tak¬ 
ing “community values” and “community sensibilities” into account. 
To many, institutional refuge in the principle of absolute “free speech” 
seems an abdication of moral responsibility and institutional accounta¬ 
bility. Parents, and the general body politic, insist that colleges interfere 
more than they have done in the private lives of their students as far as 
drinking and drugs are concerned, and wholesale development of 
quasi-legal codes of conduct under the rubric of sexual harassment 
have made deans and college administrations far more intrusive than 
they ever were in the bad old days of parietal rules and the old- 
fashioned disciplinary rules that defined and punished “conduct unbe¬ 
coming the college.” The difference between “now” and “then,” of 
course, is that “then” there was a reasonably broad consensus on what 
“conduct unbecoming” was. 

At Harvard Commencement, from ancient times the president confers 
degrees upon the various candidates with a little formula suited to the 
special qualities of the profession for which the candidates have been 
presented. The candidates in law, usually rowdy and surly as they rise 
to be admitted, are granted their degrees with the president’s ironic 
certification that they are fit “to assist in shaping those wise restraints 
that make us free.” Although the repute in which lawyers are held has 
perhaps never been lower, I think that all of us have an increasing 
appreciation of “those wise restraints,” if we could only figure out what 
they are; and that such “wise restraints” are necessary is not merely a 
concession to Thomas Hobbes’s mordant view of human nature, but an 
affirmation of an ancient view that we are not and cannot be “on our 
own.” Neither our souls nor our society can afford the luxury of such a 
liberty. 
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Most of us do not need a seventeenth-century political philosopher 
to tell us this. We know and fear the moral solitude that deprives us of 
the fellow ship of our fellow pilgrims, and it is this desire for fellowship, 
not just company but fellowship, that is the ambition of the men and 
women of our day in search of Paul Tillich’s “lost dimension.” It is a 
commonplace that conservative churches are growing at such a fast rate 
because people w ant quick and easy certitude, and in an age of anxiety 
and uncertaintv they want absolutes and infallibilities. So-called liberal 
churches in their statistical decline denigrate the success of their evan¬ 
gelical competition, and argue that it is bought with the price of cheap 
grace and an inability to handle the ambiguities of modernity, but I 
suggest that while fundamentalism does offer a whole host of absolutes 
on to which people can cling, the reasons for spectacular growth cannot 
be attributed alone to the search for certitude. I would argue that people 
are seeking companionship, fellowship, in their pilgrimage, and that the 
sense of community, of being in a place that cares, where people are 
accountable to and responsible for one another, is an even greater and 
more desirable quality than theological certitude. On matters of doc¬ 
trine, despite all claims to the contrary, we know now only in part and 
will know fully only when we are with the Lord, but we do not have to 
wait for the day of the Lord to know and to experience the benefits of 
a beloved community' of memory and hope. The secret of such a com¬ 
munity' is that it stands apart from the secular culture and is not its mere 
reflection. It has something to offer the lonely soul who seeks soul-mates 
in the soul-denying culture of purely rational, secular, and utilitarian 
mainstream culture. 

Robert Wuthnow’s helpful book, Christianity in the 21st Century: Re¬ 
flections on the Challenges Ahead, suggests that our model for religious 
community in the new millennium will not come from a reconstruction 
of the “primitive” church of biblical times or from a re-creation of the 
“prosperous” church of the 1950s American ideal. Rather, Wuthnow 
suggests that a lesson can be learned from the cults and the Twelve- 
Step groups that proliferated as church substitutes in the 1970s. What 
did they have to offer? These groups first “drew on and created a distinct 
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past of their own,” and that past did not simply mirror “a vague vision 
of secular progress.” Second, they drew people apart from the larger 
social environment into smaller, self-contained, self-defined, and disci¬ 
plined communities within which new identities could be formed and 
affirmed. Third, they focused on the nonrational and invented rituals 
and forms of meaning that got people “out of their heads.” 2 

Many of us know the dangers and excesses of many of these New Age 
movements; we have smiled wryly at the image of overweight white men 
beating drums in the suburban woods, and at rational women’s redis¬ 
covery of the appeals of witchcraft and the goddess community. The 
reappropriation of the ancient symbols of fire, blood, and water in group- 
invented liturgies make many of us wonder and some of us worry about 
the reaccreditation of what some call the new paganism. Yet these way 
stations on the pilgrimage for spirituality have taken thousands beyond 
the inhospitable doors of their local churches and the Christian 
churches of their birth and have given them a meaning, a discipline, 
and a fellowship that most churches in their aping of modernity have 
been unable or unwilling to provide. 

One of the deacons of my home church told me of a visit she made 
with our pastor a few years ago to one of our shut-ins. The old lady on 
whom they called was not shut in in the conventional sense of being 
confined by age or infirmity to her home, but she had not come to 
church on a regular basis for years, and when asked why, told her church 
visitors that she got more comfort and consolation, “even fellowship,” 
from watching Dr. Robert Schuller and his Crystal Cathedral services 
than ever she did from sitting in the pews of our church, where no one 
seemed to notice her. This was not so much an affirmation of the ef¬ 
fective television ministry of the Crystal Cathedral as it was an indict¬ 
ment of the ineffective ministry of the local church. When someone 
can feel more companionship in front of a television set than in the 
midst of a congregation, our first response ought not to be to smash the 
television. It gave our deacons and pastor much to think about, to pray 
on, and to work for. 

When we realize that the Bible is about the formation of a fellowship, 
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a community of men and women who are reminded over and over again 
that thev are not alone, not on their own but part of a communion, a 
company of both the living and the dead in which is to be found the 
living presence of a loving God, we find that the Bible’s unambiguous 
answer to the question “Am I on my own?” is a resounding “No!” 

In the creation story in Genesis, it is God himself who says, “It is not 
good for the man to be alone,” and in the New Testament it is Jesus 
w ho savs to his despairing disciples, “I will not leave you comfortless.” 
(John 14:18) 

Willa Cather calls that sense of communion “happiness,” that sense 
that we are not on our own but that we belong. She writes in My 
Antonia , in an entirely secular sense, “That is happiness; to be dissolved 
into something complete and great.” We know, however, that it is not 
about happiness but about belonging that she speaks. The white Baptist 
sharecropper in the hills of Georgia knew it as well when he sang at his 
annual camp meeting or revival this hymn of Elisha A. Hoffman: 

What a fellowship, what a joy divine, 

Leaning on the everlasting arms; 

What a blessedness, what a peace is mine. 

Leaning on the everlasting arms. 

Leaning, leaning, safe and secure from all alarms; 

Leaning, leaning, leaning on the everlasting arms. 

Even human being wants to love, to be loved, and to know that he 
or she is loved, and when one does that and knows that and shares that, 
then the question “Am I on my own?” is answered in the place where 
that love is found. That is what the Bible is all about, and the good life 
to which it points. 


Can I Feel Good About Myself? 

Answering the telephone in my business can be both a dangerous and 
a revealing experience. Awhile ago, on a busy Saturday morning in the 
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church office, I picked up the telephone when it was about to ring off 
the hook. It was one of the many Saturday calls we get from the anon¬ 
ymous public asking who the preacher on Sunday is to be. As it was I, 
I answered warmly but without identifying myself: “The preacher is the 
Minister in The Memorial Church and Plummer Professor of Christian 
Morals.” The caller paused, and then asked, “Is that that short, fat, little 
black man?” In some annoyance I replied curtly, “Yes,” and slammed 
down the receiver. 

Now what was wrong? This caller had not insulted me, and in fact 
had given an objective description of my basic characteristics in the 
course of asking an honest question. Why should I be upset? These 
were hardly racist or inflammatory remarks; and that was just the prob¬ 
lem. Her description flew in the face of my self-image. Not that I think 
of myself as tall and blond or as a dead ringer for Denzel Washington. 

I usually think of myself, however, as more than the sum total of my 
physical characteristics, and when I was reduced to them my ego was, 
perhaps appropriately, rebuffed, as she had come dangerously near to 
my fragile self-esteem. This is not a problem peculiar to short black 
men! 

The conventional wisdom is that we are all possessed of robust egos, 
of self-images that will not quit, and that the human sins with which 
we are most concerned are those of pride and arrogance. Ask the average 
American what comes to mind when Harvard is mentioned, and you 
usually get something like “You can always tell a Harvard man, but you 
can’t tell him much.” Ask the average non-American what he or she 
thinks of Americans and usually you will hear some variation on the 
theme of arrogance: The “ugly” American, as we recall, has nothing to 
do with appearance and everything to do with attitude. 

The conventional wisdom in this as in so many other things is not 
entirely to be relied upon, however, and my experience of Harvard stu¬ 
dents, and of Americans as well, is not that they suffer from a surfeit of 
self-confidence but rather that we all experience, almost to the level of 
a mania, what the psychologists call “the imposter syndrome.” Image 
building, that activity that engages us from our earliest years onward, is 
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designed not so much to impress others as it is to protect ourselves from 
the discovery on the part of others that we are not all that we appear to 
be. The games of the boardroom are the same as those of the athletic 
held and the battlefield, designed to conceal our weaknesses from an 
enemy all too eager to seize upon them and destroy us. Thus, in cul¬ 
tivating the art of defensive living we cultivate a good offense. Catch 
them before they catch us. This does not mean that we believe ourselves 
to be less fraudulent than we really are, but that we must be inventive 
and persistent in preventing the fraud from being exposed to our dis¬ 
advantage. From our earliest days we develop strategies to achieve this, 
from the way we dress, to our body language, to our speech, and to the 
acquiring of credentials meant not to certify but to intimidate. 

We live in constant fear of exposure. We live all our lives fearing that 
we are going to be found out, and in a way we are all little Wizards of 
Oz. We do it all behind the green curtain with smoke and mirrors, 
terrified that somebody will discover that that big big voice and that 
clever clever mind, and all that power, are really just a little tape going 
round and round and round and round. 

Well, there is good news, and that is why they call it the gospel. The 
news is not that we are worse than we think, it is that we are better than 
we think, and better than we deserve to be. Why? Because at the very 
bottom of the whole enterprise is the indisputable fact that we are cre¬ 
ated, made, formed, invented, patented in the image of goodness itself. 
That is what it means, that is how one translates being created in the 
image of God: It means to be created in the image of goodness itself. 
We are cast from a perfect die and the imprint is on us, and it cannot 
be evaded or avoided. God made us, male and female, in the image of 
goodness, and goodness itself is who and what we are, and God pro¬ 
nounced it good, and hence it is good, because, as the kid in the ghetto 
said, “God don’t make no junk.” What God makes is good. 

Self-worth, self-esteem, self-value, these are not essays in mere ego, 
these are essays in divinity. These are essays in goodness, the stuff of 
goodness and godliness itself, and it is that image that provides security 
and serenity in the world. People may take everything away from you, 
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they may deprive you of everything you have and value, but they cannot 
take away from you the fact that you are a child of God and bear the 
impression of God in your very soul. You cannot be destroyed, and that 
cannot be denied. 

To be in the image of goodness, then, involves the act of imaging, a 
technique I learned while talking to a very large football player at a 
House dinner. Sitting next to him, I decided to try to make easy con¬ 
versation, one of the things I’m very good at, at least that’s mv image of 
myself, and so I said to him, “Young man, what do you do?” He said 
that he worked in sports theory. Well, that’s an intriguing answer, as I’ve 
heard of people who are theoretical types, and I know people who work 
in sports, but I thought that sports was anything but theoretical —either 
you knocked them down or you didn’t —and I thought that that was a 
very simple sort of thing. So I said, “What is sports theory about?” and 
he explained it in terms that even I could understand. He said that it 
was the process of imaging, of getting the brain to play through all of 
the right plays over and over and over again, to anticipate and to respond 
in the brain so that the plays and the actions are patterned, and that by 
the time you actually do a play, on that one time the brain doesn’t know 
that you haven’t done it dozens and dozens of times before, and so has 
perfected your ability to perform. It isn’t practice, this kid said to me, 
it’s imaging. “Imaging,” I said, “does that mean imagining?” “Yeah, 
something like that,” he answered. “The imagination has everything to 
do with how you perform. If you imagine yourself going through all of 
this patterning in the brain, anticipating and responding, then when it 
comes time for you to actually have to do it you have done it, and you 
are much better off doing it because you’re done it here before you have 
to do it out there on the field.” 

I was absolutely astounded by this, and to show how diverse college 
is, opposite us sat a piano player. She said, “Yeah, that’s what I do. 
When I practice the piano and I’m not at the piano, I practice at my 
desk, or I practice in my room, or I practice in the library. I first have 
the music out and I image what I am going to do with it, and then I 
don’t even need the music, and I don’t need a piano. I can image it in 
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mv head, I know how it is supposed to come out. 1 know what my 
fingers are supposed to do, and when it comes time for my fingers 
actually to do it they are much better able to do it because I have imaged 
it. I have done it, I have experienced the thing before actually having 
to do it." 

In other words, to see or to image perfection is to strive for it and, 
indeed, to accomplish much of it. The imagination has more to do with 
virtue than virtue itself. What an extraordinary thing. A football player 
doesn't need a field or a team with which to play football, and a piano 
plaver doesn’t need the music or even a piano to perform the great work. 
The only equipment we require to live out the image of goodness in 
the w orld is what we have, because God has given us by his very creation 
of us a capacity to image, to imagine what is good, what is true, and 
what is beautiful. Here the image is not the external result but just the 
reverse. An image is not fashion, it is the internal change that we call 
imagination, and if you cultivate a lively moral imagination, that is a 
considerable improvement over the maintenance of mere fashion and 
style. 

Think of it —the power to be rests within. It requires only what Pro¬ 
fessor Tillich once called the courage to be and to see things not as they 
are but as they ought to be, so that you can cope with things as they 
appear to be. To be created in the image of God means that we are in 
some sense a picture of God. There is that of God in us, there is that 
of God in the poor and destitute of the world; in them there is some¬ 
thing of God. Sin is when that something, that image, is distorted or 
denied or deprived or twisted. When we deny that image in ourselves 
and, even worse, deny it in others, that is the point when we have 
committed the almost unforgivable sin, the point when we demean and 
demonize others so that we can abuse them and treat them badly. 

Slavery was only possible in this country when white Christians de¬ 
nied the humanity of their slaves and suppressed their own humanity 
in the process, for even they knew that human beings do not treat others 
in that way, since there is that of God in each and all of us. That is also 
w hat happens in racism, and in anti-Semitism. How could the Germans, 
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for example, that most civilized of people, treat the Jews as they did 
without demeaning or taking away that of God in themselves? How 
could Americans treat the Native American in the same way, if they did 
not take that of God which was in them away from them? If the denial 
of the image of God is the problem, the affirmation of the image of 
God in self and in others is the solution. 

Perhaps the most radical thing for the modern pilgrim to say is “I am 
a child of God.” “I am a child of God” is the mantra of the free woman 
and the free man of Christ. I am a child of God. In the image of 
goodness I am created, and so is everyone else, and when we believe 
that, when we image that, we can act upon that image, we can image 
that goodness as our mandate in life. We have the power to do this. We 
don’t have to read books, go to college, take a correspondence course. 
We have the power right now to do this, with everything we have this 
very instant. 

Jesus says in Mark n, “What things whatsoever you desire when ye 
pray, believe that ye receive them and ye shall have them.” Who are 
we, to do this? How can it be thought that we can do this? The Bible 
tells us who we are. I Peter says, “You are a chosen race, a royal priest¬ 
hood, a dedicated nation of people claimed by God for his own,” and 
that is who we are. We are to proclaim the glorious deeds of him who 
has called us out of the darkness into his marvelous light. Peter said, 
“Once you were nobody, not anybody at all. But now you are God’s 
people. Once you were without mercy, but now you have mercy." To 
work on our image is to realize that our image is the image of God, 
and that we are better than we are right now. The work on our image 
is nothing less than the work of God in our lives. In the image of God 
created he them, male and female he created them. We are made with 
goodness, for good. Knowing that, and knowing that the Bible is about 
that, is a good start on the pilgrimage toward the good life. We affirm 
not ourselves but the God who made us, is in us, and who is with us. 
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How Can I Face the Future? 

Oxer my years of dealing with students in their last year of college I 
haxe learned that what might appear to be an innocent question has 
hostile implications. I used to ask, “What are you going to do next 
vear?,” and as more and more students seemed to know less and less 
about what the future held for them, I noticed that they were less than 
happy with the question. They often felt guilty if they could not provide 
a definitive answer, as if somehow the uncertainty was a moral fault and 
a defect in their character. Perhaps they were anxious about the question 
because it was the sort of question their parents had been putting to 
them with increased urgency, or perhaps they were upset because they 
had not yet got around to making the necessary plans. Perhaps the plans 
had fallen through, or perhaps they were feeling more like grasshoppers 
than ants, and psychic winter was coming on. Whatever the reason, my 
innocent and in some sense profoundly ignorant question caused more 
anxiety than it was worth in my young friends, and so I agreed with 
myself not to ask it in the last term. It seemed a fair question in Sep¬ 
tember, a tender one in January, and downright rude in May. I consoled 
myself and my young friends with a piety of reassurance: “You have a 
future, we all have; you just don’t know what it is yet.” 

Anxiety about the future, I discover, is not confined to the college 
young. Many of my older colleagues, neighbors, and friends face their 
futures with a sense of apprehension, and of foreboding and dread. The 
prolonging of life, that miracle of modern science and technology, has 
turned out to be a mixed blessing for many. The long stretch of post¬ 
retirement years, the “sunset” or “golden” years, as the euphemists 
would have them, do not hold out the promise of blessed idleness with 
time to do all the things that work prevented, or a contemplative and 
serene old age in which one lives off the well-earned bounty of a well- 
lived life. Will I have enough money to live on? Will I have my health, 
in particular my mind? Will I be stuck in a nursing home, or with 
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dutiful but unhappy relatives? Will 1 have a lingering decline, watching 
my parts fail in succession until 1 hope that 1 lose my mind before I 
lose everything else? What will happen when all who knew me in my 
prime are gone and there is no one left to love me, and I am surrounded 
only by those who are paid to maintain me? Anxiety about the future is 
not confined to the young. 

Polls tell us that most people in a land thought to be mindlessly 
optimistic are worried about the future. We often hear these anxieties 
expressed in economic and material terms, and for the first time there 
is the perception in America that children will not necessarily have a 
higher standard of living than their parents. The American Dream, upon 
which so many politicians trade, once thought to be the pursuit of hap¬ 
piness and the blessing of liberty, is seen more and more as more and 
more and more and more at risk. The dream of upward mobility became 
first an expectation and then an entitlement, and is now' a disappoint¬ 
ment, and that disappointment has fueled what can be called the politics 
of disappointment and bile. Taxes that mortgage the dreams of the 
middle class to subsidize those perceived as undeserving are more and 
more resented. Institutions such as colleges, industry, even the govern¬ 
ment, all once thought to be essential to the solutions of our problems, 
are now, in this climate of anxiety and recrimination, seen to be the 
problem. 

Anxiety about the future, however, is not obsessed merely with the 
material and the economic. We know that there is a profound spiritual 
anxiety about the future. At the height of the Cold War, Robert Jay 
Lifton and other observers of our social condition thought that the anx¬ 
iety had to do with the fear of nuclear annihilation and the destruction 
of life on this planet as we know it. For years we were dominated by 
doomsday scenarios and the climate of moral angst that they created. I 
well remember the national frenzy created by the made-for-television 
movie The Day After, a bit of docu-fiction of the early 1980s about the 
day after a nuclear attack, which was meant to be a nuclear-age version 
of Orson Welles’s famous radio program, The War of the Worlds. It was 
nowhere near as good a piece of writing, but it brought to the national 
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hearth of television the fears and forebodings that attended a culture of 
soulless science, rampant militarism, and arrogant technologies. 

When the Cold War came to an end the anxiety about the future did 
not vanish and we could see that the Cold War and the nuclear age 
were not the causes of our fears but merely present-day expressions of 
them. In some sense these clear and outward manifestations of terror 
served us well by focusing our energy and deflecting our consciousness 
from the sickness within. This could lead to despair, to a kind of exis¬ 
tentialist nihilism, a mechanistic celebration of the hedonistic, the ab¬ 
surd. and the material, and for many these were the facts of life in the 
1980s. That period could be captured in the classic exchange between 
the optimist who argued that this was the best of all possible worlds, 
and the pessimist who agreed. 

Hope is a slippery word and particularly so when it is used in con¬ 
nection with the future and as an antidote to anxiety and fear, but it is 
just hope that people require in facing their futures; and hope’s greatest 
power is that it enables the present by embracing the future. The essence 
of the good life for which this age seeks is that hope is worthwhile, 
worth living for, worth waiting and working for. Hope does not deny 
the circumstances of the present, and hope doesn’t help us get out of 
our difficulties. Hope doesn't get us out, but it does get us through. 
Contrarv to the street smarts of the age, hope is not the enterprise of 
last resort, it is the quality that transcends both failure and success, for 
it substitutes the ultimate for the temporary. Hope is not stoical endur¬ 
ance, although it does help us to endure, but whereas endurance has a 
certain almost fatalistic quality to it, hope itself goes beyond that which 
must be endured. Hope allows us to transcend definition by mere cir¬ 
cumstances and appearances. 

Job is often cited as an example of unconquerable hope, and if we 
remember his story we will recall that he did not use his hope to deny 
the reality of his present pains and circumstances. The hope that was 
his was of the same essence as confidence, and that confidence was not 
in himself or in anything that he did, or could do, or was. Hope thus 
always points away from the one who claims it to the one who is its 
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source. Thus hope is not solipsistic and self-centered, but directed in¬ 
variably to that which is worthy of confidence. This is what Job 
11:18-19 makes clear, thus enabling Job to look beyond himself and his 
circumstances: 

And you will have confidence because there is 
hope; you will be protected and take your rest 
in safety. You will lie down and none will make you afraid. 

This is also the direction of hope in Psalm 27:13-14: 

I believe that I shall see the goodness of the 
Lord in the land of the living! Wait for the 
Lord; be strong, and let your heart take 
courage; yea, wait for the Lord. 

And again in Psalm 43:5, we read: 

Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why 
are you disquieted within me? Hope in God; 
for I shall again praise him, my help and my God. 

Hope therefore is what connects the present to the future; it is the 
mother of courage, confidence, and endurance. The good life is not 
that for which one hopes; hope is that which makes the good life pos¬ 
sible, and thus the good life is not an objective but a consequence. 
When we are able to see that, and to adopt that reality as our own, we 
are free from the tyranny of an unredeemed past, a remorseless present, 
and an unknown future. We are free to become, in the glorious phrase 
of Zechariah 9:12, “prisoners of hope.” 

The Bible is the record of God’s action of creation, redemption, and 
sustenance. The hope of those who trust in God is the result, the con¬ 
sequence of these divine demonstrations. Biblical hope is thus not wish- 
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fill thinking, an extrapolation into the future based upon little more 
than pious expectations. Hope is certified in the experience of people’s 
relationship to God. to which all scripture gives testimonial: Because of 
what God has done, the people have hope in what God will do and is 
in fact doing. Hebrews 6:19 calls this “a sure and steadfast anchor of the 
soul." and 1 Peter 1:3-4 thanks God, the father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
for the fact that by his mercy “we have been born anew to a living hope 
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and to an in¬ 
heritance which is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading.” 

Such a discussion of hope as this may seem too abstract or even pious 
to the battered and defeated in a world dedicated to the fast track of 
success. Such hope is little more than an opiate, a Band-Aid, a palliative 
that makes inevitable suffering bearable and encourages a form of spine¬ 
less quietism. Critics of the therapeutic uses of hope allege that the act 
of hope has been substituted for the content of hope, and that because 
of that, hope has lost its edge and become dubious, illusory, and little 
more than a diversion. The act of hoping becomes little more than that 
which is expressed by the impious and frequently ill-used phrase of 
modernism, “hopefully.” The grammarians have nearly given up re¬ 
minding Americans of our regular misuse of this word hopefully as a 
synonym for “it is to be hoped,” as in “Hopefully, it won’t rain on our 
parade.” We know what is meant by this now nearly universal idiom: 
“It is to be hoped that it won’t rain on our parade.” The act of hoping 
in this sense has neither content nor object, and is thus merely wishful. 
Interestingly enough, hopefully in this sense is the secular version of the 
far more ancient expression of hope, once universal, which had both 
content and direction, the Latin phrase Deo volente, reduced among our 
literate ancestors to D.V., which of course meant “If God wills, it will 
not rain on our parade.” The age that is hopeless is reduced to the mere 
act of hoping, which is little more than wishing. 

The content of hope consists of the promises of God, promises that 
give those who hope in those promises the right to expect peace, justice, 
mercy, equity, joy, and equanimity. God has hallowed or made holy the 
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future just as the past, and indeed, even the present, are hallowed by 
the presence of God, and thus hope becomes the operative opposite not 
of experience but of fear. It is customary to speak of the “triumph of 
hope over experience” as if hope were opposed to experience, but for 
the believer, hope is based on experience, the experience of what God 
has done. Hope then is the opposite of both fear and anxiety. It does 
not operate out of ignorance as is so commonly believed, but out of 
knowledge: “I know that my Redeemer lives,” says job, and thus he 
cannot be seduced or overwhelmed even by his dire circumstances or 
miserable comforters, because he has the knowledge upon which the 
content of his hope is based. 

It was the content of hope and not the mere act of hoping that gave 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer a confidence in facing death by the Nazis that was 
more than bravado or romantic courage. Those who take the content 
of hope seriously see the future not simply as an escape from the diffi¬ 
culties of the present, but as the place in which that for which they are 
willing to live and to die is to be found. When Martin Luther King, Jr., 
was in the midst of his campaign to redeem the soul of America, he 
was sustained over and over again by a clear vision of the content of a 
future hope in which the promises of God were to be fulfilled. That is 
what his “dream” speech is about, and in that almost mystical final 
sermon on the night before he was to be killed, in alluding to Moses, 
King said, “I have been to the mountaintop.” What could he have pos¬ 
sibly meant, other than that, like the earlier prophet, he too had “seen” 
the promises of God fulfilled? The more rational among us will assume 
that this was just one more preacherly hyperbole, an example of colorful 
black church-speak. If we understand, however, that King meant what 
he said, and that what enabled what he did was the content of his hope 
in a God of justice who provides for the future, we will have got the 
message. Thus, when in that same sermon he said, “Children, don’t be 
afraid,” he was not simply offering a pastoral word of encouragement; 
he was saying that the God who is and who sustains the future will bring 
us through this present time, that time that Saint Paul, in Romans, calls 
“this brief momentary affliction.” 
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I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the cre¬ 
ation w aits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God; 
for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by 
the w ill of him who subjected it in hope; because the creation itself 
will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious 
liberty of the children of God. (Romans 8:18-21) 

Despair is the absence of hope. The content of hope banishes despair 
and empowers in the present, and for the future as well, those who 
hope. 

This conviction is at the heart of one of the best-selling books of these 
last days of the present millennium. Its very title tells us what we need 
to hear: Crossing the Threshold of Hope, by Pope John Paul II. 5 Speaking 
of his high regard for the young, and of his hope in them and for them, 
the pope says in response to his interlocutor’s question, “Is there really 
hope in the young?” 

The very day of the inauguration of my papal ministry, on October 
22, 1978, at the conclusion of the liturgy I said to the young people 
gathered in St. Peter’s Square, “You are the hope of the Church 
and of the world. You are my hope.” I have often repeated those 
words. 

The pope is convinced that young people are searching for God, for 
something worthy of placing their hopes in. They want to know what 
the rich young ruler wanted to know when he asked Jesus, in Luke 
10:25, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” The content of that hope 
for the pope, and for the rest of us as well, is Christ. 

. . . Christ who walks through the centuries alongside each gener¬ 
ation, alongside every generation, alongside every person. He walks 
alongside each person as a friend. An important day in a young 
person’s life is the day on which he becomes convinced that this 
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is the only Friend who will not disappoint him, on whom he can 
always count. 

As theologian Jurgen Moltmann has reminded us, the Middle Ages 
developed a theology of love, and the Reformation developed a theology 
of faith. Now, in these days as modernity’s confidence in itself becomes 
unglued, perhaps the time has come to cultivate a theology of hope and 
to prepare the people of this age to encounter the content of that “in¬ 
heritance which is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading.” The con¬ 
sequence of such a hope is indeed the good life, and the only life worth 
living. The question then is not simply what is the good life, but where 
does the search for it begin, and where does it end? These are the 
questions with which the Bible is concerned. 



CHAPTER I 0 


THE BIBLE AND SUFFERING 


❖ 


T HE church was crowded with the young and the good, those filled 
with promise and the first flush of achievement. Many of them 
were in the “industry,” the almost oxymoronic euphemism that de¬ 
scribes what people in Hollywood do to entertain and divert us, and to 
make enormous sums of money while doing so. Some observers of Har¬ 
vard graduates have noted that the three cities to which our brightest 
and best gravitate are New York, Washington, D.C., and Hollywood. In 
New York they make money, in Washington they make policy, and in 
Hollvwood they make not only films but fantasy for the whole world. 
Those who go there in some sense never grow up. They are Peter Pans, 
and they are in the business of catering to the Peter Pan and Wendy in 
all of us. 

This was such a crowd. I had last seen many of them on Commence¬ 
ment morning fewer than five years before when they were also in 
church, and among a large crowd; and on that morning the world was 
bright with promise and waiting for them, the sober black of academic 
dress neither concealing nor checking their exuberance and expecta¬ 
tions. Few if any of them on that glad day had expected to return to 
Harvard or to The Memorial Church quite so soon, or for the sad and 
solemn purpose of burying one of their own who had been killed in a 
senseless, irrational car accident in the prime of life. Here they were, 
however, black-suited, still fair of face, and looking younger and indeed 
more vulnerable than when last we had all been together. Death had 
intruded, and with it a monstrous assault on the human claim to im¬ 
mortality. They wept, and they raged at the loss of their friend. Death 
was an abstraction about which movies were made, and death happened 
to grandparents, to the occasional victim of terrible crime, or to partic- 
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ipants in war. Death in theory would come to them eventually, but so 
far down the road of reality that it was hardly real at all. How does one 
deal with unscripted death? How do the worldly-wise, the hip, the in¬ 
terpreters of life in the fast, or at least in the interesting, lane deal with 
it? How do they deal with the irrational and immutable judgments of 
death unprepared, unexpected, unwelcome? 

The Victorians, we are told, loved death and feared sex, and hence 
their culture embraced a culture of death and mourning, and con¬ 
structed strong taboos against sex. We, on the other hand, love sex and 
fear death, and our taboos are of a different sort. We delight in sexuality, 
we pander to the sensual, and we have made Calvin Klein a very wealthy 
man. Death is not something we want to understand or to know; death 
is somehow unfair, and in this country it is culturally unconstitutional, 
violating our right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Thus, 
when death intrudes, particularly among the young, we respond in ter¬ 
ror, anger, and fear. 

As I listened to the heartrending eulogies of the young for their young, 
I heard anger and fear. I heard their love as well, and their pained, 
pathetic desire to make sense of it all. “What does it mean?” asked one 
tearful young woman. “We must make it mean something,” said an¬ 
other. “It doesn’t make sense,” said a third. “Will it get easier to un¬ 
derstand this as we get older?” a bright young man asked me as the 
white wine flowed at the reception. “Will I wake up some day and 
understand why Willie had to die in this way, at this time?” It was not 
a question that required an answer, at least not then, for he was baying 
at the moon, not making a theological inquiry. 

I think I said most of the right things. One hopes, in my calling, that 
one does on occasions like this. Cliches become truths when they are 
applied to one’s own situation, I have discovered, and I reminded these 
young people that while funeral-going was perhaps a new experience 
for most of them, it was an all too familiar habit for the rest of us. I 
reminded them that the context of life is not living, but death, and that 
it is out of death that life comes. Death is the rule to which life is the 
exception. It is not how long you live, but how well you live with what 
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\ ou have, and I quoted that lovely and relatively unfamiliar passage from 
the Apocrypha, which says of early death: “He, being made perfect in 
a short time, fulfilled a long time; for his soul pleased the Lord: therefore 
hasted he to take him away from among the wicked.” (Wisdom 4:8-14) 
1 always end memorial services and funerals with the prayer long 
associated with Cardinal Newman, and I did so on this day. Many were 
familiar with it, and many more were not, but were interested in it: 

O Lord, support us all the day long of this troublous life, until the 
shadows lengthen and the evening comes, and the fever of life is 
over, and our work is done. Then, in thy great mercy, grant us a 
safe lodging, a holy rest, and peace at the last. 

We scattered again, as we always do, back to the demands and diver¬ 
sions of this troublous life, pondering the meaning of suffering, the 
purpose of life, and trying to make sense of it all as in the making of a 
liv ing we try to make a life as well. It is for moments such as these that 
religion was made, and when we confront the unconfrontable, or more 
to the point, when it confronts us, we are at a religious moment, and 
for a moment at least we are religious. Contrary to the popular miscon¬ 
ception, religion is not an escape from reality but rather a genuine effort 
to make sense of what passes for reality and all that surrounds it. Reli¬ 
gious people are not escape artists; they are not practitioners of evasion 
or of self-deception. Religion is not the answer to the unknowable or 
the unfaceable or the unendurable; religion is what we do and what 
we are in the face of the unknowable, the unfaceable, and the unen¬ 
durable. It is a constant exercise in the making of sense first, and then 
of meaning. 

“I’m not very religious, but 1 had to come to this service,” said one 
of my secular young mourners. He was more religious than he thought, 
not because he professed certain doctrines or behaved in a particular 
way or performed certain rites and rituals and believed in what they said 
and did. He was religious because he wanted to make sense of what he 
was experiencing, pain and all, and on his own and by himself he could 
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not. Legal, medical, physiological, even psychological answers, them¬ 
selves definitive and helpful, were not sufficient of themselves; somehow 
something else was wanted and needed. 


The Thin Places 

That something else wanted and needed is what religion is about. “Re¬ 
ligion in its simplest terms,” says John Habgood, 1 the recently retired 
Archbishop of York, “is about making sense of life, of this life first of 
all, and particularly of those aspects of it which challenge and disturb 
us. This is why suffering and ways of responding to it have always been 
such central religion.” Not only do we have a need to try to make sense 
of suffering, Dr. Habgood tells us, but we also want to make sense where 
we can of joy—“undeserved happiness,” he calls it—or “blessings,” as 
the devout and pious call it; and of mystery, those close encounters of 
the transcendent kind that suggest relationships beyond the power of 
our experience to reckon, but which we know in some fundamental way 
to be true. Suffering, joy, and mystery are those points where the human 
and the divine come into the most intimate and profound of proximities. 
They unite all human experience in all ages and beyond all particulars 
of place and of circumstance. All religions of the world are and always 
have been concerned with their substance. It is the common ambition 
of our common humanity to make sense and meaning of these encoun¬ 
ters wherever we can. Religion is the attempt to give some formal record 
of what we may learn from these experiences, and, for Christians, the 
Bible is the authoritative record of the human encounter with God at 
these points. 

There is in Celtic mythology the notion of “thin places” in the uni¬ 
verse, where the visible and the invisible world come into their closest 
proximity. To seek such places is the vocation of the wise and the good, 
and those who find them find the clearest communication between the 
temporal and the eternal. Monastries and holy places were meant to be 
founded at such spots to increase the likelihood of a transcendental 
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communication. These thin places were threshold places, from the 
Latin limen. which can mean a border or frontier place where two 
worlds meet and where one has the possibility of communicating with 
the other. In Celtic studies the phrase can refer to places that stand at 
the border betw een the spiritual and temporal realms, and between peo¬ 
ple gifted with supernatural gifts in the mundane world and those living 
on the border. 

Perhaps we can adapt the concept of such thin places to the experi¬ 
ence that people are likely to have as they encounter suffering, joy, and 
mystery, and seek in some fashion to make sense of that encounter. If 
w e think of these encounters as the ultimate thin places of human ex¬ 
perience, and of religion as a way of talking and thinking about the 
encounters, we might do very well to think of the Bible as our guide 
through the thin places, and as providing us with a record of how our 
ancestors coped with their encounters, and guidance beyond their par¬ 
ticular situation which may be useful in ours. Contrary to the efforts 
and assumptions of many, the Bible is not a systematic book. It is not 
a doctrinal handbook or a systematic theology, nor is it a comprehensive 
history or a compendium of morals and ethics. To argue that it is any 
of these is to make the Bible conform to an extra-biblical set of convic¬ 
tions and assumptions, and to make it pass a test of theological orthodoxy 
of w’hich it is not capable. Doctrines of inerrancy and infallibility are 
merely modern human efforts to impose order both on scripture and on 
those who read it. These are what John Huxtable 2 once called “dogmatic 
vested interests,” designed to preserve as the word of God a particularly 
partisan way of looking at scripture. Such a way of reading the Bible is 
designed to support those interests, and they are “found” in the Bible 
because they are brought to the Bible. 

There are principles and ideas that develop over time through the 
pages of scripture that make it possible for us to detect truths that tran¬ 
scend the contexts in which they are found, principles that go beyond 
captivity to a given situation, and which stand out like the mountains 
on the moon. Indeed, it is such normative teaching and such developing 
ideas and ideals that enable us to judge scriptural situation by scriptural 



21 6 ) THE TRUE AND LIVELY WORD 

principle, and thus, in order to be biblical, we are able to read scripture 
freed of the expectation that we must reproduce its every detail and 
circumstance. If we have learned anything in the last section, I hope it 
is that this is what being biblical means —not playing “Bibleland,” as 
my old colleague Krister Stendahl used to like to say, but determining 
what in the Bible transcends the limits of the world in which the Bible 
was developed. This was the question upon which rested all the debates 
concerning our so-called hard passages, and, as Roland Bainton argued 
in his case for total abstinence from alcohol, biblical principle takes 
precedence over biblical practice. 

If we are to think of scripture not so much as we would a book of 
history, theology, or philosophy, but as the human experience of the 
divine at the thin places of encounter, then perhaps we may enter into 
a book that is perhaps less elusive and more accessible than we might 
have at first been led to believe. If the Bible is understood to be the 
place where not only others long dead but we ourselves encounter those 
thin places of suffering, joy, and mystery, and the efforts to make sense 
and meaning of those encounters, then perhaps we have rescued it from 
the clutches of the experts and the specialists and placed it where it 
rightly belongs, namely in the hands of those who find themselves more 
religious than they thought. 


What Dare We Make of Suffering? 

I recall reading some years ago of the death of the young son of William 
Sloan Coffin, in a horrible automobile accident in Boston. At some 
point, perhaps at the funeral, perhaps later in a sermon, the anguished 
father discussed his reaction to this terrible experience, saying that fre¬ 
quently people would attempt to comfort him with the Christian cliche, 
“It is God’s will.” Coffin thundered, “The hell it is. When my boy was 
killed, God was the first who cried.” If God can be sympathetic and 
empathetic, why can’t God prevent the source of those troubles that 
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require human and divine sympathy? Suffering makes us ask hard ques¬ 
tions of God, i.e., where were you when I needed you? Suffering also 
makes us ask hard questions of ourselves: What have I done to deserve 
this? 

If suffering is, as I suggest that it is, a thin place, indeed a place of 
proximity to the divine, such proximity has served to alienate many from 
God rather than draw them nearer. If God is indifferent to suffering— 
for example, if God really does not care about the manifest human 
sufferings in Bosnia, or in Rwanda, or in the AIDS wards of the local 
hospitals, or in the galloping Alzheimer’s disease of an old and once- 
bright friend or spouse —who cares for that kind of God? 

If God is merely sympathetic but impotent in the face of such diffi¬ 
culties, then again, of what value is the idea? Sympathy is cheap, and 
hence abundant. Divine sympathy is no more or less helpful than any 
other kind. 

If God is the source or cause of the suffering, and the suffering is an 
expression of God’s will, then is this not a malevolent, vengeful, even 
perverse God, who exercises ultimate power in a capricious, or even 
immoral, way? 

Indifferent, sympathetic, arbitrary—somehow God is usually called 
into our conversations about suffering, for the ultimate suffering is that 
suffering itself is meaningless and must be endured alone. Misery loves 
company, we are told. Well, there is more to it than that, for misery 
actually requires company. Just as it is really not possible to be happy 
alone, “the sound of one hand clapping” and all of that, so too it is not 
really possible to suffer alone. That is why we invoke God, even the 
godless among us, and that is why we are constantly looking for com¬ 
panionship in suffering, either to share or to blame or at times to do 
both. 

Suffering, we are taught very early on, is a part of life. As the Yankee 
adage has it, “What can’t be cured must be endured,” and most of us 
were brought up with an understanding of that concept. We were taught 
as well that suffering was redemptive or, at the very least, instructive. 
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When we suffer, we are more apt to learn. Our mothers used to say that 
suffering was God’s way of getting our attention, and that there were 
lessons to be learned from suffering. We would be the better for it. 

Redemptive —dare we even say therapeutic? —suffering is that of 
which Paul speaks with a beguiling candor when, in writing his second 
letter to the Corinthians, he speaks of his “thorn in the flesh”: “And to 
keep me from being too elated by the abundance of revelations, a thorn 
was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan, to harass me, to keep 
me from being too elated.” 

Paul was not a masochist delighting in this object lesson in humility 
and suffering, for he asked not once but three times to be rid of this 
trouble: “Three times I besought the Lord about this, that it should 
leave me; but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness.’ ” 

Paul’s sufferings were not relieved, and lie understood his weakness 
to be an opportunity to manifest the power of God: “I will all the more 
gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may rest upon 
me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, 
hardships, persecutions, and calamities; for when I am weak, then I am 
strong.” (II Corinthians 12:7-10) 

Many have speculated upon the nature of Paul’s affliction, his “thorn 
in the flesh,” and the speculations range everywhere from physical dis¬ 
temper and psychological disarray to homosexuality. Our purpose here 
is not to discuss the affliction but rather the response to it, and what it 
tells us about God and about Paul. 

We learn first that the thorn is sent to Paul in the form of a messenger 
from Satan. The source of his trouble, whatever it is, is not God. The 
moral of the affliction, however, is that he should not boast or brag — 
the affliction is an exercise in humility, the purpose of which is to give 
glory not to Paul but to Christ. This is not suffering for suffering’s sake; 
it is suffering for Christ’s sake so that Paul and all who see and learn 
from him might learn of the strength that Christ supplies. We learn as 
well that God’s role is not to relieve suffering or to spare us from it, but 
to enable us to bear and endure it so that even our suffering is redemp- 
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tive for ourselves and others. Thus, God will not interfere despite the 
three appeals of the apostle. Why not? So that Paul will learn that he 
can relv upon Christ when he needs him, that is, in his weakness. The 
sufferings, the persecutions, the calamities, the insults and hardships, all 
of these are not ends in themselves but means to a greater end, the 
demonstration that Christ gets us through such things. The only way 
"out" of suffering is “through” it, and only Christ can get us through. 
Knowing this, Paul is now able to demonstrate this as an act of faith, 
not in the redemptive powers of suffering but in the redemptive powers 
of the redeemer to help him through his weaknesses. “For when I am 
weak, then 1 am strong.” In other words, when I can no longer rely 
upon myself to solve the problem or to overcome the weakness, when 
I acknowledge that in my weakness I cannot “go it alone,” then I am 
strengthened, empowered by the one who gives me strength. To be 
strong in this sense is to acknowledge the fact of my weakness and the 
source of my strength. 

Writing to the Romans, Paul applies the theme of suffering as a com¬ 
munal and not just a personal virtue. The Christians are to rejoice in 
their hope of sharing the glory of God, of testifying of their peace with 
God through Christ, and of the grace in which they stand. As a result 
of this the Christians are also able to rejoice even in their sufferings, 
“knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces 
character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint 
us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit which has been given to us.” (Romans 5:3-5) 

When Paul, therefore, writes of suffering, he is not speaking abstractly 
either about himself or about the Christian community. His personal 
sufferings are real and painful, and although we do not know their pre¬ 
cise nature, we know enough about Paul to know that these sufferings 
of mind and spirit were sufficient to cause him stress and trouble. He 
was not pretending to be afflicted as a kind of moral object lesson. We 
can identify with his anxiety, and indeed with his frustrations. We can 
“feel his pain,” as they say in today’s vernacular, and we know the very 
real sufferings of the people with whom he worked in the gospel. These 
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too were not abstractions. We get an idea when the persecutions of the 
Christians are described in the book of Hebrews: 

Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, that they might rise 
again to a better life. Others suffered mocking and scourging, and 
even chains and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn 
in two, they were killed with the sword; they went about in skins 
of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, ill-treated —of whom the 
world was not worthy—wandering over deserts and mountains, and 
in dens and caves of the earth. (Hebrews 11:35-38) 

Suffering, in the New Testament, is real. Paul, and everybody else 
writing there, wants us to understand this. There is no sympathy with 
the notion that pain is illusion, that suffering is merely an appearance, 
or even a deception. There is little room for optimism in the real-world 
circumstances of the New Testament, and optimism implies cither that 
suffering is unreal or that we can get over it fairly quickly or that if we 
are very, very good we can avoid it altogether. How anyone can read 
the New Testament and remain an optimist in this world amazes me. 
The early Christians seemed to understand that suffering does not come 
despite one’s faith, but rather because of it. In this world virtue and 
suffering are not opposites, as we would find it so convenient to believe; 
suffering is the consequence of, not the opposite of, virtue. T his is the 
burden of that difficult verse in I Peter 3:17, which says, “For it is better 
to suffer for doing right, if that should be God’s will, than for doing 
wrong.” 

Suffering, therefore, is not an exception to the human condition, it 
is the human condition, and as such it is almost impossible to avoid; 
and since religion, as we have said, has to do with the human condition, 
and indeed with the enormous task of trying to make sense and meaning 
of it, religion by its very nature has an intimacy with suffering. That 
intimacy is the stuff of which our lives are composed. 

Sigmund Freud, 5 no friend of religion, nevertheless gives us a com- 
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prehensive sense of suffering, and thus we are enabled to see the scope 
of religion's intimate relations with it. Says Freud: 

We are threatened with suffering from three directions: from our 
own bodv, which is doomed to decay and dissolution and which 
cannot even do that without pain and anxiety as warning signals; 
from the external world, which may rage against us with over¬ 
whelming and merciless forces of destruction; and finally, from our 
relations to other men. The suffering which comes from this last 
source is perhaps more painful than any other. 

Morality, conflict, and ethics: These sources of our sufferings have 
alwavs been the business of religion and of the Bible. How do we deal 
with the fact that inevitably we die, that our life before we die is con¬ 
flicted and besieged, and that we find it difficult to get along with our 
fellow creatures? These are not Freudian categories; this is life itself. 


The Trouble with Paul 

Few women, blacks, homosexuals, or Jews are very fond of Paul, and it 
is easy to see why on the basis of the reading of the Pauline letters we 
have discussed in Part Two of this book. Each has a text or two to hold 
against him, for of all the figures of the New Testament, he is at once 
the most difficult to evade and the most difficult to embrace. For many 
he is an example of spiritual arrogance, who, even when he writes about 
not boasting, boasts that he is not boasting. He is mistrusted, and the 
basis of that mistrust goes back to scripture itself. In Acts 8, the chapter 
opens with Saul —the preconversion name of Paul —consenting to the 
death of the first Christian martyr, Stephen. After Stephen’s burial, the 
text says, “But Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after 
house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison.” 
(Acts H:t,) We know that Paul was on his way to Damascus, “still 
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breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord,” having 
asked for letters to the synagogues in Damascus that would empower 
him to arrest any Christian men or women and bring them bound for 
trial to Jerusalem. This was an ambitious and successful young zealot; 
he could have been a Hitler Youth, an upwardly mobile officer in Oliver 
Cromwell’s army, a Sandinista, even a young Republican. We know the 
sort, and they are not easily cured, and we are not easily charmed by 
them. After his conversion he preached of Jesus in the synagogue in 
Damascus, “and all who heard him were amazed and said, ‘Is not this 
the man who made havoc in Jerusalem of those who called on this 
name? And he has come here for this purpose, to bring them bound 
before the chief priests.’ ” (Acts 9:21) 

We know the hesitation of those in Damascus who thought that they 
knew this Paul, and who were not altogether enthusiastic about his en¬ 
thusiasm for them and their gospel, and yet without Paul there would 
be no Christian church, nor would there be a gospel for 11s. Without 
Paul we have very little that is authentically Christian, and thus the 
great irony, for many of us at least, and certainly for women, blacks, 
homosexuals, and Jews, is that the source of our liberation from this 
life, and our endurance and perseverance within this life, is the very 
Paul who has been used in various ways and in various times to oppress 
us. If suffering is the fate of life in this world, and for Christians in 
particular, then Paul is our tutor in suffering. The model of Christians 
holding on and out against overwhelming forces that seek to do them 
in, that “external world which may rage against us with overwhelming 
and merciless forces of destruction,” according to Freud, is Paul. He 
teaches us what to do with our sufferings, and what they are for. 

Paul teaches us that we are not ruled by our bodies, nor are we 
prisoners of the flesh. We are not simply material people in a material 
world. “You are not of the flesh,” he writes the Romans, but of the 
spirit.” We belong therefore to an unconquerable realm, to a place that 
is immune to the ultimate assaults and ravages of this life. To be lib¬ 
erated from the idea of bondage to the body is to be freed from the fear 
of death. This is why Paul can laugh at death and say, “O death, where 
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is thv sting^ O grave, where is thy victory?” Death’s power is in our fear 
of it Death’s dominion is exercised not after the grave but before the 
grave. In death no one need fear death; we will know it for what it is, 
and for what it is not. It is before death that death reigns. Death will 
take our bodies, and so before we die we live in terror that our bodies 
will be destroyed. As we grow old and sick we realize that we are waging 
a losing war against death; death, we say, will win. 

There is a profound paradox at work of which Paul is fully aware, 
however, and that is that death does its work on us before we die. Death 
holds us hostage to the idea of death and the loss of all that we know 
and value, and only in life can death rule in such a way. If in life we 
are attached to more than the mere form and vessel of life, the body, 
and if we do recognize that the body is merely the temple of the spirit, 
the dwelling place of that God who is in us, when we really believe that 
because of this, death is not to be feared and the body not to be wor¬ 
shiped, then we have been given life after death without having to die. 
Death is real. We do not dispute that. The body is real; it is no mere 
phantom or illusion. We do not dispute that. The spirit is also real, in 
fact, more real than death or the body, each of which, when it has done 
its work, disappears. The spirit lives on, passing through the frontier, the 
thin place, the border, into a realm that we can speak of only as beyond 
the grave. It is nothing less than this concept with which Paul arms us 
to overcome the very world that would in his name do us in. As the old 
gospel hymn goes: “Faith is the victory that overcomes the world.” 

There has been much to overcome in this world for those who have 
been driven to its margins. I am often asked why it is, considering their 
experiences, that woman, blacks, and homosexuals still cleave to the 
church and still fight for the Bible and the right to see themselves in it. 
The evangelists of the Nation of Islam say this to black people all the 
time, asking if we realize that the Bible is a white man’s book, that it 
was given to our ancestors to oppress them and make them docile, and 
that even today it requires that we perform mental gymnastics in order 
not to see ourselves as the inferior slave children of the banished son of 
Noah. What black man, woman, or child with any integrity, any sense 
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of self-worth and a lick of intelligence, would read a book and stay in 
a church whose fundamental assumptions were racist and imperialist? 
The evidence, they argue, is not ancient; it is as contemporary as the 
nearest white church; and, they argue, “Who needs all that?” 

Secular women make much the same case for women, and wonder 
why women even care to be included in the patriarchal churches of 
Christendom, whose gospel not only excludes them but defines them 
as God’s afterthought and of no intrinsic worth. How well I remember 
that before she left, on the Sunday of her exodus from The Memorial 
Church, Mary Daly had invited women from the Divinity School to 
read as the scripture lessons for that morning all of the Pauline anti¬ 
woman passages they could find in the New Testament. Needless to say, 
they did not have to look very hard, and as the passages were read many 
laughed, others hissed, and as one conservative woman said to me years 
later, in retrospect of that occasion, “We were condemned out of our 
own book.” Many women did take the message and left the church, 
never to return. I think, however, that more remained than left, and if 
any group can be said to have fought for the Bible, it is those women 
who remained and were determined to be included in that from which 
they had been excluded. 

The so-called inclusive language debate, which has exercised so many 
for so long, is, in my view, but a tiny sign of a much larger, more 
interesting, and more significant issue of discovering what is, and has 
always been, in the tradition that liberates principle in such a way that 
we are not tied to practice and precedent. Woman have had to read 
Paul and to take Paul very seriously, and to distinguish between the 
situational and the normative in Paul, and to use the one to combat the 
other as they lay claim to the gospel that Paul yet proclaims to them. 
Rewriting hymn texts is not the issue; rereading and rediscovering the 
gospel in the Bible is. Language, contrary to certain theories of literary 
criticism, does not define reality, and to be bound to language is in 
some sense much like being bound to the body and realm of the ma¬ 
terial. Reality for the Christian is the realm of the spirit, and only there 
is there sufficient freedom to cope with the lack of freedom in the realm 
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which the world calls reality. That confidence, that strength, is very 
much of the same substance as that which allows us to live life before 
death without the fear of death. 

Perhaps the hardest group to which to sell Paul and his liberating 
doctrines is to the gay community'. This is understandable, for no group 
today suffers more from the stigmas made legitimate by centuries of 
Christian interpretation of scripture. Blacks were always within the 
church although in separate institutions, and women were always in the 
church although diminished in expectations and responsibilities, but 
homosexuals, as such, have not been seen to be either a part of the 
church or an object of its ministry. 

Yet there are millions of homosexuals who have found their sufferings, 
often at the hands of the church, to be an instrument of freedom and 
not of bondage. They have seen in Paul’s towering images of reconcil¬ 
iation in II Corinthians 5, and of transformation and renewal in Romans 
12, a new identity that is based not on their sexuality but on their re¬ 
deemed nature in Christ. Having been formed once in the image of 
God, which we read in Genesis, they are now formed again after the 
likeness of Christ, who, in the words of the ancient church fathers, 
“elevates their humanity that they might participate in his divinity.” 
Knowing this, and the actions of Christians notwithstanding, the ho¬ 
mosexual hears Paul’s words in Galatians 5:1, “Stand fast, therefore, in 
the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free,” as an invitation to 
liberation and participation in the community of the faithful. The Chris¬ 
tian homosexual knows that his sufferings at the hands of Christians 
have in fact brought him nearer to God, for God is always where suf¬ 
fering is to be found. Who better than the Christian homosexual today 
can read Romans 5:1-5, and know from personal experience not only 
what it means, but that it is true? 

Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through him we have obtained 
access to this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in our hope 
of sharing the glory of God. More than that, we rejoice in our 
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sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endur¬ 
ance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope 
does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into 
our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us. 


There Must Be More to This Than That 

Writing in 1919, in the bleak shadow of the “war to end all wars,” W. 
Somerset Maugham said, “It is not true that suffering ennobles the char¬ 
acter; happiness does that sometimes, but suffering, for the most part, 
makes men petty and vindictive.” As with most literary pronouncements, 
there is some truth in this one. We have all read, even the least literate 
of us, of characters poisoned by suffering, made old and mean-spirited 
before their time. The petty little scorekeepers who dignify their daily 
dose of deprivation as “sufferings” are with us on every hand, “whinging 
away,” as the English say, embezzling sympathy, and suffocating all and 
sundry with their sense of how well they are bearing up under unbear¬ 
able burdens. The clergy run into this sort of person all the time; it is, 
alas, a characteristic of garden-variety Christians, many of whom fill the 
churches. 

Whether suffering ennobles or embitters, most Christians have no 
idea of what real suffering is. This does not mean that there is not 
enough tragedy and calamity to go around. We know that there is. It 
does mean that as a rule most modern Christians in the industrialized 
West, if they think of suffering at all, think that it happens to other 
people or, if it happens to them, that it is the exception rather than the 
rule of their faith, and that it must be a stroke of bad luck which God 
or the minister needs to explain away in a hurry. In churches whose 
gospel is success, prosperity, glory here and rapture now, suffering is 
clearly not in God’s game plan for them; it is an aberration. 

This is what makes Mother Teresa so disturbing to the modern sen¬ 
sibility. She is so disturbing to the world as we know it, and to the 
church as we believe in it, that we must get her out of the way as quickly 
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and as thoroughly as possible by making of her a saint, for saints, 
whether living or dead, as we all know, are virtually harmless. 

1 met Mother Teresa some years ago when she came to Harvard to 
speak at Class Dav, that great gathering of seniors on the day before 
Commencement, and then on the next day to receive an honorary de¬ 
gree. I was asked if Mother Teresa and her entourage, which consisted 
of one nun, could use my office as a place to rest for a few minutes 
before her speech. I was delighted to offer her my room, and she was 
dulv brought in and I was presented to her. I tried to make small talk, 
but saints. I discovered, are not very good at small talk. I told her that 
I and millions of others thought that she was doing a great work in 
Calcutta. She fiddled with her beads and said, “It is Jesus.” I made 
several other feints at chatter but she was obviously on a different plane, 
and so I chose the wisest course of all, that of silence. When the uni¬ 
versity marshal came to collect her and to take her out to be presented 
to her audience of more than twenty thousand expectant listeners, he 
turned back to me and said, “I bet that was a deeply moving experi¬ 
ence.” 

In retrospect, I suppose it was. Here was a woman who makes no 
apologies for the suffering in the world. She doesn’t pretend that she is 
“solving” the matter, nor does she pretend that the suffering she sees 
does not exist. In fact, if one dared to criticize a living saint, one might 
say that her quietism simply compounds the problem of the poor by 
doing nothing to address the social and moral root of the problem. She 
would not make a very good Gingrich Republican. 

My impression of her was that she was tough and crusty, not frail and 
gentle as she appears. She is, after all, a nun, one of God’s infantry, and 
she has spent her life on the front lines. It was no less a converted cynic 
than Malcolm Muggeridge, the British journalist and author, who 
brought Mother Teresa to the attention of a wider public through his 
book about her of some years ago. Something Beautiful for God. When 
asked what “good” her work of caring for the dying in the streets of 
Galcutta did, what its lasting social value was, and how she could go 
on in the face of remorseless suffering, she replied, 
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Without our suffering our work would be just social work, very good 
and helpful, but it would not be the work of Jesus Christ, not part 
of the Redemption. All the desolation of the poor people, not only 
their material poverty but their spiritual destitution, must be re¬ 
deemed. And we must share it, for only by being one with them 
can we redeem them by bringing God into their lives and bringing 
them to God. 

Unlike Somerset Maugham, Mother Teresa seems to remember that 
both suffering and redemption have something to do with Jesus Christ, 
the one in whom, for the Christian, suffering is manifested, redeemed, 
and transcended. That fact, central to the Christian enterprise and sym¬ 
bolized in the cross upon which Jesus was executed, has been so long 
undermined by a false gospel of Christian triumph and success that it 
is almost impossible to recover for the edification of the church. Prot¬ 
estants have long beguiled themselves with the notions that they worship 
a victorious and risen Christ, and thus an empty cross. Unlike their 
Catholic and Orthodox brethren, they will not make their devotions to 
the broken and bruised Jesus hanging down in garish Roman detail from 
his crucifix, and so the Protestant churches are filled on Easter but 
empty on Good Friday. The faith that is formed out of such a travesty 
of the gospel is one that is unfamiliar with suffering, incapable of en¬ 
during it, and unable to recognize the work of God in it. Those who 
worship at the church of the costless cross literally “have their reward,” 
as Jesus says. Literally, what they see is what they get, a convenience- 
store religion which may provide what one needs in the short run at 
great price, but which is incapable of sustaining one over the long run 
at any price. 

The reason that the dying ask to see the cross before they die is to be 
reminded that Jesus has been where they now are, and that by his grace 
they are now to go where he is. Suffering, of which death is the ultimate 
expression, they know by the cross is a means, and not an end. They 
know that death was as real to Jesus as it is now to them. They know 
that he was not rescued in the nick of time. They know that when his 
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hour was come he had to meet it, and that there was no way out; and 
thev know also that that is true for them. 

Knowing this, thev also know that in the cross Jesus made it through 
and that he came out on the other side; their prayer is that what was 
promised and achieved in Jesus may be achieved for them as well. It is 
not for nothing that we sing, in the memorable verse from “Abide with 
Me”. . . 


Hold thou thy Cross before my closing eyes; 

Shine through the gloom, and point me to the skies; 

Heaven’s morning breaks, and earth’s vain shadows flee: 

In life , in death, O Lord, abide with me. 

That cross represents suffering not set aside from life but suffering 
that springs from life, and is found within life itself. It is the most or¬ 
thodox of Christian doctrine that the Savior does not save us from suf¬ 
fering, but is with us in and through suffering. It is hard to remember 
that truth when the cross becomes an empty object of bronze situated 
between two candlesticks and often obscured by flowers, but we forget 
it at our peril. 

Where in the world, then, does one look for hope? Not for optimism, 
mind you, but for hope? On the basis of the biblical witness one looks 
first to the places of suffering and of stress. That means that if we want 
to see where God is more likely to be found in this world, in these last 
days of the twentieth century, we look, for example, at South Africa, 
where for so long suffering was the context of life for both the oppressed 
and the oppressor. Yet who cannot fail to see in that “beloved country” 
of;Man Paton’s old novel a place alight with the stirrings of hope? Where 
else might we look? To Northern Ireland, of all places, that place of 
which the airline pilots used to say, “We are now approaching Belfast; 
please set your watches back three hundred years.” Here, in the place 
where the Troubles define normality, peace seems to be holding. It is 
unsteady, to be sure, and a bomb could go off tomorrow and back we 
would be, but it nevertheless represents the biblical principle that hope 
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is spawned and is only hope in the place that appears to be hopeless. 
Even in the Middle East, where the peace process was so brutally en¬ 
dangered by the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, we may look to hope as 
emerging out of suffering, for I am convinced that it was the fear of 
peace and the fear of the triumph of hope over bitter experience that 
caused the assassin to kill both the dreamer and the dream. It didn’t 
work with Joseph. It didn’t work with Jesus. It will not, I believe, work 
with Rabin. 

If global politics is not the model in which to try out this principle, 
where then is hope to be found among the people? Where the sufferings 
have been the greatest. That means that we look to those who have been 
excluded and placed on the margins, to those who by the terms of the 
world are not successful, to those who, in Jesus’ words, “suffer and are 
persecuted.” It is not simply that we expect now, as the result of our 
raised consciousness and improved scholarship, to find a place for 
blacks, women, and homosexuals within the household of faith, and 
perhaps even in the Bible. It is that the place for creative hope that 
arises out of suffering is most likely now to be found among blacks, 
women, and homosexuals. These outcasts may well be the custodians 
of those thin places; they may in fact be the watchers at the frontier 
between what is and what is to be. If, as Martin Luther King, Jr., said, 
“Unearned suffering is redemptive,” then those who have suffered most, 
particularly at the hands of other Christians, have the most to give to a 
world of tribulation. 

All who know suffering may well stand in their debt, and all who 
suffer may well have something to give. 



CHAPTER I I 


THE BIBLE AND JOY 
❖ 


I have never met anyone who has won a big-time lottery, but I have 
always been fascinated by the television accounts of those who have 
won millions from such places as the Publishers Clearing House. All 1 
have ever got from the Publishers Clearing House is a lot of magazines, 
and so I am impressed with those who get that splendid check from Ed 
McMahon. Invariably the winners are surprised, and who wouldn’t be? 
They usually say something like “I've never won anything in my life!” 
“It can’t be true!” “This can’t be happening to me!” “How did this 
happen to me?” “At first I thought they had made a mistake!” We know 
the tTuth of their reactions, even if at times that truth seems to be a little 
rehearsed or premeditated. One of the great contradictions of our cul¬ 
ture is that while on the one hand we can be described as optimistic, 
on the other most of us do not expect good news, and we almost always 
assume that real news is bad news. In the days of telegrams few people 
ever sent good news by wire; that could wait for a letter or even for a 
visit. When the Western Union boy appeared on his bicycle at your 
door, you knew that he carried bad news. When today you say to your 
companions at work that you have just won a million dollars, they laugh 
uproariously, and then, calming down, they say, “Come on now, get 
serious!” Serious news could not be as good as that. 

Yet the essence of that which Christians both receive and preach, the 
gospel, is called the “good news.” Good news in the Bible nearly always 
comes up unexpectedly, catching by surprise the individual who is its 
beneficiary. When Moses encounters the burning bush and the call of 
God within it to lead his kinsmen out of slavery in Egypt, Moses does 
not rejoice. He asks how this can be, and he doubts the wisdom of 
God’s choice of him; he further doubts that the people will accept his 
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leadership, and pleads ineloquence as a reason not to accept this com¬ 
mission. Jews look upon the work of Moses as their ultimate act of 
deliverance, the sign that God was particularly with them, and they keep 
the remembrance of this deliverance as their holiest day. Christians too 
recognize the primary agency of God in this act and the election of 
Moses to perform it, and thus he becomes the first of the prophets. To 
Moses, however, this word from the Lord does not come to him as good 
news, at least initially. It is a task, a burden, a responsibility for which 
he may well be unfit, but God has made an offer that he cannot refuse, 
and in the remorseless spirit of such offers Moses accepts it, but not 
with joy. 

Moses is in some anticipation of Mary, who also receives rather un¬ 
expected tidings —hers from the angel Gabriel. Mary has been so often 
depicted as weak and submissive, “the handmaiden of the Lord,” or, as 
one angry feminist once put it, “the doormat of God,” that we forget 
the feisty and challenging nature of her initial response. To the saluta¬ 
tion of the angel Gabriel, she asks, “What kind of greeting can this 
possibly be?” To the news that she is to bear a son, Mary, no fool though 
she may be young, asks, “How can this be, seeing that I do not know a 
man?” Rather than rushing to anticipate her humility or to make an 
argument about the doctrine of the Virgin Birth, we might do well to 
pause and ponder her wariness, her caution, indeed her reluctance to 
being pushed into joy. We know, as do the Jews with Moses, that this 
is a great thing, and we imagine that something of our joy must be hers, 
but she is caught unaware, and when we encounter her in this conver¬ 
sation with Gabriel she is a long way from joy and rapture. It is only 
after she visits her cousin Elizabeth, as recorded in Luke 1:39, that Mary 
catches up with the joy that lies before her. Her song, known now as 
the Magnificat, begins, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit re¬ 
joices in God my savior.” 

The examples of Moses and Mary and their slouching toward joy have 
always been a comforting set of examples for me, teaching me as they 
do that joy is an elusive consequence of something else, and not a first 
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cause or primary habit of mind. This was important for me to remember, 
for the evangelical tradition in which I was brought up placed a high 
premium on jov in principle, whereas in fact the tradition was rather 
jovless. 1 can recall rather joyless people reading dutifully Psalm 100, 
"Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands . . and Psalm 98, 
"Make a jo\ful noise unto the Lord, all the earth. . . .” Our hymnbook 
even had a section in the topical index called Joy, but we sang those 
hvmns onlv at the evening service and at the midweek meeting, never 
on Sunday morning. It was just as well, for I found it difficult to be 
jo\+ul on command, and it was all the harder to comply when I learned 
that the grammatical form of the Hebrew in Psalm 100 was in fact the 
imperative. When I and others would be asked at evangelistic meetings 
if we didn’t feel the joy of Christ in our hearts, I usually winced, because 
just then, and on cue, I usually didn't. I am grateful now for the inability 
to follow that command to be or to feel joyful, for from that inability 
to be joyful on command I learned a most important lesson: Joy is 
elusive; it cannot be summoned forth like an actor’s tears. Joy is a re¬ 
sponse and not an initiation, and it comes at those moments of 
encounter with thin places, when we see more than we have reason to 
believe. I shall say more about this elusive quality of joy later, but now 
I wish simply to claim joy as one of the elements of religious experience 
by which people make sense and meaning out of what John Habgood 
calls “undeserved happiness bubbling to the surface in thanksgiving.” 

One does not often think of Presbyterians as a joyful people: decent 
and orderly, yes, but not given to spontaneous expressions of joy. It is 
hard to think of them knowing quite what to do with “undeserved hap¬ 
piness bubbling to the surface in thanksgiving,” and after all, it was 
Charles I who said that there was nothing more dangerous in all the 
world than a Presbyterian fresh off his knees. Charles ought to know. 
Yet that most Presbyterian of all documents, the Westminster Confes¬ 
sion and Catechism, a product of the Westminster Assembly of Calvin- 
istic divines held in London from 1645 t° 1 ^ 5 2 » an( l basis f° r historic 
Presbyterianism, says that the whole duty of man is “to love God 
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and enjoy him forever.” There we have it: joy as a command, joy as a 
duty. No wonder joy is so elusive. Perhaps we all ought to wear sweat¬ 
shirts and display bumper stickers that say TAKE JOY SERIOUSLY. 


The Meaning of Joy 

Mr. Justice Potter Stewart once said of pornography that you may not 
be able to define it but you know it when you see it. Of joy we might 
be able to say the same thing. Most of us could not give a definition 
that would pass muster, but we have all had moments of joy and we 
know them for what they are when we have them. We remember the 
occasions of such feelings, not because we are such acute students of 
observation but because such occasions, despite the commands to be 
joyful, are remarkably rare. For that reason they stand out from the bulk 
of our experience and we cherish them, even as they nourish us. The 
Yankees, among whom I was brought up, used to say that firewood 
warms twice: first when it is chopped, and then when it is burned. So 
too is it with joy, in experience and in recollection. 

I was a young man on my way to receiving a premature dignity, and 
in the company of an old man, a dear friend and a great poet. When 
in 1974 I was about to be appointed to the post I now hold, the Plummer 
Professorship of Christian Morals at Harvard, I was thirty-two years old, 
and it was thought by some that I needed more gravitas, or “bottom,” 
as the English say, if I was convincingly to fill this venerable post and 
be taken seriously by both students and faculty. My old friend, the poet 
and consummate Harvard man, David Thompson Watson McCord, de¬ 
cided to take the matter in hand and to push things along. He was a 
member of the Class of 1921, and in 1974 was a spritely seventy-seven 
years old. Out of the blue, or so it seemed, I was offered an honorary 
degree, a doctorate in divinity, the D.D., long known to the clergy as 
Donated Dignity. This generous offer came from a small college in New 
Hampshire, New England College, which had earlier honored McCord 
and with which he had had a long and helpful association. I was thrilled 
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at the prospect, such vanities having long meant much to me, and so 
McCord and 1 undertook to drive to the college for the Commence¬ 
ment. It was the Memorial Day weekend, and New England was in its 
glon. 

A ride anywhere with David McCord was always an adventure, with 
the conversation as stimulating as the driving was erratic. We always 
took the byways and back roads, avoiding going anywhere in a straight 
line or anvwhere that could be reached by more than four paved lanes. 
This ride was no exception, and as we made our way through the New 
Hampshire countryside, I filled with anticipation and the poet with rec¬ 
ollection, we decided to take a detour that would bring us into the lovely 
grounds of St. Paul’s School, on the perimeter of Concord. As we ap¬ 
proached the school we could tell that something was on: Japanese 
lanterns were strung across the paths, and cars lined the drives. Young 
people and parents were strolling across the lush grass; it was just before 
dusk, and in that peculiarly haunting light one could see excitement. 
We had arrived on the eve of their Prize Day, and no one noticed us. 
St. Paul’s chapel is one of the loveliest nineteenth-century Gothic struc¬ 
tures in America, a gem of perpendicular beside the river and against 
the hills. We went in. It was empty, save for someone playing the organ. 
Light streamed in through the stained-glass windows, glancing off the 
brass fittings on the altar and the marble plaques to the dead —the great, 
the good, and the young. 

It was all stillness inside even though we could hear the murmur of 
young voices on the outside, and as we walked among the memorials, 
I, at least, thought of the intimate proximity between the living and the 
dead in that space when it was occupied under compulsion by the pres¬ 
ent inhabitants of the school. We moved about in the same place, to¬ 
gether but alone, at our own pace and without comment. We were there 
for quite a while —in fact, the organist had long finished and gone — 
and as we emerged we discovered that it was now night, the sun had 
gone, the Japanese lanterns were ablaze, and the chapel glowed from 
inside, its windows giving lovely color to the early darkness. For some 
time we did not speak, for we were both in tears. Later, I learned from 
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David that he had found a tablet to an old friend he had known in 
college, a St. Paul’s boy who had died early and was commemorated in 
his old school chapel. I was overcome not by an experience of recollec¬ 
tion, for I knew no one there, but by emotions so focused and powerful 
that they frightened and delighted me at the same time. I do not know 
what the experience was, but whatever it was neither David nor I wished 
to ruin it by an explanation, and so we drove on into the night in 
sympathetic silence. It was a moment of joy, the “feeling of satisfaction 
and fullness of well-being.” 

That was now nearly a quarter of a century ago, and there have been 
many happy moments, even joyful ones, since then, but that one ex¬ 
perience stands out in my heart’s memory. Dear David McCord is now 
nearly one hundred years old and resident in a nursing home. When I 
see him and conversation flags for a even a moment, he will say to me, 
“Remember that evening in St. Paul’s Chapel?” and our eyes fill with 
tears and we hold hands in silence. I take some pleasure, selfishly, I 
admit, that this memory of joy, still vivid in his imagination after all 
these years and in all of his years, was one that I shared with him. 

Was this a religious experience? The question itself is almost vulgar, 
impertinent, filled with the implied suspicion that a religious experience 
must have an angel visitant, a falling down on one’s knees, and a doc- 
trinally correct conversation with God readily reportable to others who 
can verify the legitimacy of the experience. Who knows? I do know, 
however, that the Bible is filled with accounts of such encounters. When 
Jacob, for example, no sentimentalist and not given to holy work, had 
his dream at Bethel of the angels ascending and descending a ladder 
from heaven to earth, and got his promise in the bargain, he awoke 
from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I did not 
know it.” Then, recognizing that he was at a thin place between two 
realms, each of which he had now experienced, he was afraid and said, 
“How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, 
and this is the gate of heaven.” (Genesis 28:16-17) 

I consulted my colleague Charles Dunn, now retired, and long expert 
in the field of Celtic folklore and mythology, and asked him about thin 



places. He told me that mountains and rivers were particularly favored 
as such places, marking as invariably they do the horizontal and per¬ 
pendicular frontiers; religious experiences are very likely to occur in 
such places. Two vivid biblical instances come to mind. The first is the 
experience of the prophet Elijah on Mount Horeb, as recounted in 
1 Kings 19. when the prophet is on the run from Queen Jezebel, who 
has put a price on his head for the slaughter of her priests of Baal. He 
is at his lowest moment. Depressed, literally, he takes refuge in a cave 
or depression on the side of Mount Horeb, and there before his eyes 
God the Lord passed by. There was a great and mighty wind that broke 
the mountain in pieces, .. but the Lord was not in the wind.” Then 
there was an earthquake, and after that a fire, but the Lord was not in 
any of these phenomena of nature. He is described as appearing after 
the fire, a “still, small voice.” (1 Kings 19:9-12) 

That “still, small voice” has always intrigued preachers and commen¬ 
tators. It is clear that the writer of Kings wishes to contrast the noise and 
power of nature, with its capacity to terrorize and intimidate, with the 
real power of the Lord, which is displayed in a quite unexpected, un¬ 
anticipated way. Nature intimidates but God empowers; that is the bur¬ 
den of I Kings 19. That “still, small voice” doesn’t mean a little whisper, 
or a tiny voice, nor does it mean silence as we understand silence. For 
years I have tried to figure out just what it does mean, and it finally 
occurred to me at a concert of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. It was 
a Good Friday performance of Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius, conducted 
by Sir Colin Davis, with Jessye Norman singing. By every measure it 
was an extraordinary performance and experience, and as the last note 
ended, there was in that vast hall an incredible silence, and then the 
place erupted into thunderous applause. It came to me that the silence 
at the end of the concert was not merely the absence of sound but 
something more than that. It was an expectant, pregnant silence, nearly 
overpowering in its effect, so much so, so unbearable, that applause was 
more than approbation, it was essential psychic relief. That, I think, was 
what Elijah’s “still, small voice” was about, not at all something modest 
or whispery but something grand, intimate, and portentous all at once. 
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If Elijah had his moment on the mountain, Jesus, we are told, had 
his in the river at his baptism. All four of the gospels give an account 
of the baptism of Jesus in the River Jordan at the hands of John the 
Baptist, and all of these baptismal accounts mark a transition from one 
aspect of the life of Jesus to another. His ministry begins with the bap¬ 
tism. Matthew says, 


And when Jesus was baptized, he went up immediately from the 
water, and behold, the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit 
of God descending like a dove, and alighting on him; and lo, a 
voice from heaven, saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I 
am well pleased.” (Matthew 3:16-17) 


For Christians, life begins not with the natural birth to which all flesh 
is heir, but with the second birth, of which baptism is the sign. Baptism 
is not only the sign of the new life, a new identity that calls for a new 
name —the custom of the baptismal name —but it confers new life as 
well. It initiates one into a new order of being, whose destiny is not 
death, the end of the natural order, but new life in which one lives in 
the world but is not of the world. Baptism seals Christians as essentially 
foreign and outsiders to the place in which they live, aliens and strang¬ 
ers, not natives but transients, tourists even, for as Paul notes in Philip- 
pians 3:20, “our citizenship” —or “commonwealth,” as the Revised 
Standard Version puts it —“is in heaven.” 

This notion of baptism as initiation into a foreign, even alien, realm, 
making of the baptized resident an “alien,” in the provocative language 
of immigration appropriated by Stanley Hauerwas and William Willi- 
mon in the title of their book of the same name, may well seem strange 
and alarming to the many who dutifully have their children “done” as 
a mark of respectable membership in the prevailing culture. Baptism is 
not standing at the border of one realm and looking across at the other 
side; it is a renunciation of the citizenship into which we are born. It 
is a rejection of all that we understand to be real and powerful. It is not 
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"joining the church," as so many institutionally minded Christians mis- 
takenlv think; it is taking out citizenship papers in another place, as 
opposite and far distant from this place as can be imagined. This is 
given vivid expression in Hebrews, which, in speaking of those who died 
in faith as "strangers and exiles on the earth,” says of them, 

For people who speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a 
homeland. If they had been thinking of that land from which they 
had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return. But as 
it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. (Hebrews 
11:13-16) 

Twice now I have had the privilege of presiding at public ceremonies 
of the naturalization of new American citizens. These ceremonies were 
held in Plymouth, Massachusetts, as part of the Federal District Court’s 
happy custom of swearing in new citizens at places of great historic 
significance. In Plymouth both of the ceremonies were under the aus¬ 
pices of the Pilgrim Society, of which I was president. At the spiritual 
shrine of American immigration, Plymouth Rock, I watched in August 
1995, when on the occasion of the 375th anniversary of the landing of 
the Pilgrims, Mr. Justice David Souter of the United States Supreme 
Court administered the oath to one hundred and two new citizens. In 
that oath the citizens were required to give up any allegiance they may 
have to the lands of their birth, and one of these new citizens, an En¬ 
glishman and an old friend of mine, said that the hardest part for him 
was the public renunciation of his allegiance to foreign potentates and 
sovereigns, in his case, to Queen Elizabeth II. He did so, however, for 
that was the only way he could become a citizen of this new country. 

I had seen such a forswearing before: in the baptismal service in the 
Book of Common Prayer where the persons to be baptized, or their 
sponsors, are asked, “Dost thou renounce the devil and all his works, 
the vain pomp and glory of the world, with all covetous desires of the 
same, and the sinful desires of the flesh, so that thou wilt not follow, 
nor be led by them?” The person to be baptized, or the sponsor thereof, 
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must reply, “I renounce them all; and by God's help will endeavour not 
to follow, nor be led by them.” In the old order, affirmation is preceded 
by a necessary renunciation. 

Christians may not be able to follow the experiences of Jacob and his 
angelic dream, or of Elijah and his still, small voice on Horeb, but in 
baptism we are meant to follow Jesus across the boundary from one 
realm into another. Such a realm has as its gift to the faithful the prom¬ 
ise of fullness of joy or joy made whole and complete. “If you keep my 
commandments,” says Jesus in John’s gospel, “you will abide in my love, 
just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. 
These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that 
your joy may be full.” (John 15:10-11) 

Perhaps to experience joy, you should go to a black gospel church 
when first the choir and then the whole congregation “get happy” or 
carried away in the spirit. It doesn’t happen right away, it takes a while. 
It begins, and it spreads slowly, gathering momentum, and then no one 
is immune. It is the kind of worship of which James Baldwin and Rich¬ 
ard Wright speak. It is what nearly every black country church and urban 
storefront church knows; and white people now know something of it 
by virtue of the exported and denatured secular soul of Motown. As 
everybody who is in the know knows, Aretha Franklin learned to sing 
in church, and at the knee of her daddy, the Reverend C. L. Franklin. 

A white friend of sociological mind once asked me why black people, 
who had so little to sing about, who knew so little joy in either the 
wicked South or the brutal North, sang so much? Were they singing 
simply to drive away dull care? Was this a form of diversion, a self- 
induced ecstasy to kill the throb of a deadening existence? Was this an 
opiate or a primal scream, or a religious form of kicking the dog after 
a bad day or week or life? I concluded that my friend had read too 
much Joseph Campbell and not enough of the Bible. The brothers and 
sisters weren’t singing to drive dull care away, nor were they irrigating 
their sorrows or sublimating their fears. Their joy, and that is what it 
was, in the sense of all three New Testament Greek words, was a con¬ 
sequence of what they had discovered and knew to be true, and this 
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was bevond the level of mere speculation and guesswork. They sang 
because they knew themselves to be at the thin place between this world 
and another, and while their daily existence might be bound hand and 
foot to a world in which there was little about which to be glad, they 
nevertheless knew that they “had a title to a mansion on high,” and that 
knowledge was so delicious, so absolute, and so paradoxical that they 
had to sing about it. Such joy did not make sense out of reality; it 
transcended and overwhelmed what passed for reality. That is what every 
cook, hairdresser, chauffeur, Pullman porter, mailman, laundress, seam¬ 
stress, old auntie, and arthritic uncle knew and recognized as true when 
Mahalia Jackson would begin to sing: 

Why should I feel discouraged, and why should the shadows fall, 

And why should my heart feel lonely and I dream of a heaven I 
know 

When Jesus is my portal, a constant friend is he: 

His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me. . . . 

I sing because I’m happy, I sing because I’m free, 

For his eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me. 

I didn’t have to go to the south side of Chicago or to exotic Harlem, 
or even to Roxbury in Boston to hear this; we had it at home, in our 
little Bethel AME church, right around the corner from where I lived. 
There weren’t many of us but we knew the gospel when we heard it, 
and even Mahalia Jackson could not outdo our old neighbor and friend 
Corrine Walley when she sang “His Eye Is on the Sparrow.” 

Now the great question is this: How did we know that “His eye is on 
the sparrow”? Where did we get that notion? Where did that idea come 
from? It came from the Bible, of course, and everybody knew that it 
did. There were many who may have thought that such a message was 
not for us, the “colored” people, but we knew that the message of free¬ 
dom and encouragement in Christ, despite every attempt to pervert and 
to keep it from us, was meant for us; it had our name on it. That fact, 
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perhaps more than anything else, and certainly more than this world’s 
circumstances in which we found ourselves, gave us cause, without com¬ 
mand or a sense of duty, for joy. 


The Context for Joy 

In his famous little book, Surprised by joy, C. S. Lewis early on is eager 
to make a sharp and clear distinction about what joy is and what joy is 
not. Writing about what he calls “the central story of my life,” he calls 
joy “an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other 
satisfaction.” 

I call it Joy, which is here a technical term and must be sharply 
distinguished both from Happiness and from Pleasure. Joy (in my 
sense) has indeed one characteristic, and one only, in common 
with them: the fact that anyone who has experienced it will want 
it again. 

Pleasure is often in our power to give ourselves but we cannot give 
ourselves joy, and the pursuit of it is frustrating and fruitless, and in the 
end, he concludes, irrelevant. What about joy? “To tell you the truth, 
the subject has lost nearly all interest for me since I became a Chris¬ 
tian.” As with much of C. S. Lewis I like the analysis but not the con¬ 
clusion. His discussion of joy is much like the curate’s egg. When given 
a bad egg by the squire and asked how he liked it, the curate is said to 
have replied, “Parts of it are quite good, my Lord.” Joy is not the same 
as pleasure. Joy cannot be pursued. Joy is elusive. Once you have known 
joy you will want it again. Joy, however, is not a way to find God. It is 
not a reward; it may well be result. Joy may be the expression and 
experience of being the discovered and the discoverer. 

To make certain that we understand that joy is not merely pleasure 
or aesthetics, or self-induced diversion or delusion, we must realize that 
the context of joy is not delight but deprivation. The experience of joy 



reminds us. be what we have momentarily gained, of what we did not 
have before we gained it. It is said that lovers cannot remember when 
thev were not in love. I do not believe that this is true, for how would 
thev know that they were in love if they did not know, that is, did not 
remember, what not being in love was all about? Joy is akin to holiness, 
not because of some sense of moral perfection or beauty but because 
both partake of the sense of the whole, of the complete. When we know 
joy. for a moment we see everything in its completeness, we have a 
whole view , and that is what the fullness of joy means. It is an instan¬ 
taneous and complete glimpse, as it were, of that which ordinarily we 
see only in part. Remember where, in his most lyrical mood, Paul, 
speaking of love in I Corinthians 13, that most famous and beloved of 
all passages from scripture, says, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but 
then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, 
even as I have been fully understood.” (I Corinthians 13:12) Joy is both 
the moment and the response to the moment, when the partial becomes 
complete, the cloudy clear, and we see even as we are seen, and un¬ 
derstand even as we are understood. Joy thus is not an out-of-body or 
out-of-mind experience contrary to knowledge, reason, and 
understanding. Just the opposite. Joy is when it all becomes clear, a 
Eureka! moment. 

What is the response when you suddenly come upon the clue to a 
complex problem, thereby solving it? Victory comes to mind, even sat¬ 
isfaction, and a sense of achievement as well, and pleasure is gained. 
The moment when it all falls together, either because of our efforts or 
despite our efforts, is that moment we call one of joy; the broken has 
been made whole. That is what Pentecostalists understand in the ecstasy 
of their worship. That is what colored folk know when they sing the 
songs of Zion and see the broken mended and in all its splendor; and 
when we sing at Christmas, “Joy to the world! The Lord is come. . . .” 
that is not an invitation to mere merrymaking and mindless happiness, 
a distraction from earth’s gloomy night. Not at all. It means that because 
the Lord has come to fulfill the promises of God, all that was separated 
and disparate is now united and whole. Suffering is the context of joy 
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even as darkness is the context for light and silence for hearing. Joy that 
is complete and full transcends, indeed overcomes, its context, and is 
not bound by the limitations of the context. Our eyes are opened, and 
having seen wholeness once we will want to see it again and again. 
Those who have had this experience are restless for another. This is 
what Augustine means, in his famous collect, when he prays, “Thou 
hast made us for thyself, and our hearts are restless until they find their 
rest in thee.” 


How Do We Make It Our Own? 

We don’t. Timothy Leary and the culture of drugs that he spawned tried 
to manufacture joy and put it into powders, potions, and pills, like the 
alchemists of old who tried to turn base things into something of beauty 
and worth. All they succeeded in doing was destroying all those who 
wanted shortcuts to joy. Joy is not a natural substance to be quarried, 
mined, or minted, and it doesn’t belong to us as we imagine that prop¬ 
erty or ideas belong to us. That slightly crazed seer-poet William Blake, 
he who gave us “Jerusalem” —the poem, not the city—reminds us of 
this: 


He who binds to himself a joy 
Does the winged life destroy; 

But he who kisses the joy as it flies 
Lives in eternity’s sunrise. 

(“Eternity,” 1793) 

We have known these moments, unbidden, surreptitious, elusive, in 
which by grace, perhaps in nature or in life, we have seen wholly and 
fully, if only for an instant, and we have been enraptured by an unex¬ 
pected discovery, a vision, an incarnation, a manifestation. New fathers 
tell me that they have had such moments upon sharing the birth of their 
children with their wives. Women have told me of such moments com- 



in? to them as they have held the hand of a dying friend. A young 
Harvard undergraduate told me in tears of joy commingled with em¬ 
barrassment that he had seen all heaven and earth in an instant of 
enlightenment while singing a hymn at the daily service of Morning 
Pravers in Appleton Chapel. Surely the Lord was in this place, and he 
knew it not. 

1 do not have to sell these moments of joy, these exaltations, to any¬ 
one. for we have all had them. All I can say is that we ought to recognize 
and cherish them for what they are: glimpses of holiness at the thin 
places that remind us that we are neither our own nor on our own. If 
ever there was a biblical principle for making sense and meaning, this 
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THE BIBLE AND EVIL 
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A book about the Bible without a discussion of evil would be about 
the kind of Bible that most of us would like, but it would bear 
false witness to the Bible, for the Bible is much about evil. The effective 
point of communication in the Bible between the divine and the human 
is that the Bible takes evil seriously and recognizes the reality of evil in 
the human condition. In the Bible, evil is not an illusion, not a state of 
mind, not a mere moral inconvenience; evil is real. It must be real if 
the human lives in which it is found are to be real, and if the redemp¬ 
tion from the ultimate domination of evil in that life and in this life is 
also to be real. There are those who argue that the trouble with religion, 
with the Bible, and with Christianity in particular is that all of these 
tend to emphasize the negative, that is, evil, and fail to give emphasis 
to the positive, which is the gospel of love. Pastoral sensitivities, we are 
told, should affirm that which is good and negate that which is not. 'Poo 
much emphasis on sin and evil will drive people away, and besides, now 
that we know so much more than our primitive ancestors, we know that 
evil is really a synonym for ignorance. The corollary is that the more 
we know, the better off we will be because evil and ignorance will 
disappear or at least be contained, in much the way that modern med¬ 
icine has conquered such once rampant diseases as tuberculosis and 
poliomyelitis. 

The Bible, however, never speaks of “curing” evil, and nowhere does 
it speak of “conquering” evil. If the Bible is about anything, it is about 
the subtle, ruthless, remorseless persistence of evil. The book of Genesis 
speaks of evil as trouble in paradise, and one cannot diminish the pres¬ 
ence of evil in that account of Adam and Eve. It might even he argued 
that the star of the drama is the serpent, evil incarnate, and that Adam 



and Eve play significant but secondary supporting roles in a tale that is 
not reallv about them but is about the beginning of the siege of the 
hearts of men and of women. The last book of the Bible, the enigmatic 
book of Revelation —the interpretation of which engaged the last days 
and hours of David Koresh and his Branch Davidians, and about which 
the secular observers of that cataclysmic scene in Waco were so bewil¬ 
dered—that book is about a grand and final confrontation between the 
forces of good and the forces of evil. Evil, we might say, is the Bible’s 
leitmotif. If the Bible were set to music by a composer of Wagnerian 
dimensions, one can imagine the constant iteration in dozens of devious 
but recognizable ways of the evil motif throughout the full expanse of 
the production; we would recognize that it is always there, ready to burst 
forth, and even when it is defeated or when it withdraws, it does so only 
to reinsinuate itself into the very fabric of the composition. 

When theologians and religious philosophers talk about evil, the word 
is usually preceded by such a phrase as “the problem of. .for it is 
the problem of evil and not evil itself that tends to fascinate the learned. 
Thev are intrigued to know where it came from, how it got into the 
world, how a good and powerful God allows rampant evil and its atten¬ 
dant sufferings and sorrows into the creation. The problem of evil soon 
becomes the problem of God, and the conversation has become just 
one more theological tete-a-tete. 

When ordinary people speak of evil it is not so much “the problem 
of. ..” as it is “the problem with . . for ordinary people are not driven 
to speculation in the discussion of evil. The apocryphal farmer from 
Maine, when asked if he believed in original sin, replied, “Believe in 
it? Why, 1 seen it.” So have we all. Our helping professions, I think, 
and those of us in the church have done people a grave disservice in 
underestimating their abilities to recognize and to deal with the reality 
of evil in the world and in their lives. I have often complained about 
the revisions of the General Confession of the Episcopal Church in the 
Book of Common Prayer of 1979, which excised as too penitential and 
Calvinistic the sharply worded phrase of Archbishop Cranmer that had 
people declare that as a result of the intolerable burden of their sins 
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they were “miserable offenders,” and that there was “no health” in them. 
I have been told on countless occasions that the ritual repetition of these 
phrases on the part of the penitent diminished both themselves and the 
work that had been done for them in the atoning work of Jesus. Fur¬ 
thermore, this public sense of sin created “pastoral problems” in matters 
of spiritual self-esteem. 

I am all for matters of spiritual self-esteem. If we are to love our 
neighbors as ourselves, which is the second commandment in Jesus’ 
summary of the law, we must first and also love ourselves. We must 
remember and rejoice in the fact that we are created in the image of 
God and that we share in the full dignity of creation. I believe that. 1 
affirm that. I also believe, however, that most of us are “miserable of¬ 
fenders.” We are made miserable by the offenses we commit and by 
their consequences. Sin and evil make us miserable. That does not deny 
the dignity of creation; that simply affirms the reality of sin, and that 
there is no health in us; which does not mean that we are unhealthy. 
It means that on our own, of our own, by ourselves, there is nothing 
within us to cure the malady of sin and of evil. The cure of sin is not 
simply a matter of mind over matter; it is not pure willing that leads to 
goodness. No orthodox Christian can possibly believe that. To say that 
there is no health in us means both that we are sick and that we cannot 
cure ourselves. We need help. We do not tell the physically ill that they 
can get better by denying that they are sick. The physician tells them 
what is wrong, most of them can take it, and then the physician pre¬ 
scribes what is best to cure the illness. We expect nothing less. 

Ordinary people know something of evil; they are not strangers to it, 
and they know that evil flourishes in the world, and, alas, even within 
themselves. When a terrible disaster occurs, such as the explosion of the 
airplane over Lockerbie, Scotland, some few years ago with the terrible 
loss of innocent life; or when the Federal Building in Oklahoma is 
bombed, again with hundreds of innocent people killed; or when Prime 
Minister Yitzak Rabin of Israel is assassinated in the name of God, we 
know that something terrible, and not only terrible but wrong, and not 
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only wrong but evil, has occurred. We don’t have to be instructed or 
tutored in this; we know it to be so. 

We know as well when we see a schoolyard bully beating up a de¬ 
fenseless younger child that that is wrong, and that evil is at work. 
When parents abandon or do violence to their children, and when 
children murder their parents, when a deranged gunman opens fire 
aboard a crowded commuter train, and when, as happened in England 
a few vears ago, two children under the age of ten kidnap a baby and 
maim and murder the young child as if for sport, we know that for the 
evil it is. 

These are in some sense easy cases, which by the sheer scale and 
audacity of their wickedness we can recognize on sight as manifestations 
of evil. There are, for instance, very few people in the world today, with 
the exception of some white supremacists and Holocaust deniers, who 
do not recognize Adolf Hitler as an evil man. It used to be one of the 
favorite moral lessons of literature and history, in the days when litera¬ 
ture and history were thought to be able to teach moral lessons, that 
“man’s inhumanity to man” was the theme we could not escape. When 
Cain slew his brother Abel and asked the rhetorical question, “Am I my 
brother’s keeper?,” we knew that we were seeing but the first act of the 
continuing human drama. Saint Augustine declared that the earthly city, 
as opposed to the city of God, was descended from the violence of Cain, 
that society was founded upon fratricide, envy, deceit, and violence, and 
that in such a society, under the patronage of the first murderer, Cain, 
there never would be real or lasting peace. Life under these circum¬ 
stances w'as one endless Balkan civil war, with the dead in constant 
conflict with the living. 

Few' centuries are better witnesses to this sad truth than our own, now 
mercifully drawing to a close. Two world wars, one cold war, and now 
numerous bitter skirmishes remind us that we have not learned very 
much, and that Augustine in this respect is still very much a contem¬ 
porary social scientist. “All our progress,” Bertrand Russell once said, “is 
but improved means to unimproved ends.” Amid the shambles and 
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shame of the Battle of Dunkirk in May 1940, Herbert Read wrote with 
more bitterness than sweetness this ode: 

Happy are those who can relieve 
suffering with prayer 

Happy are those who can rely on God 
to see them through. 

They can wait patiently for the end. 

But we who have put our faith 
in the goodness of man 

And now see man’s image debased 
lower than the wolf or the hog — 

Where can we turn for consolation?' 

Dunkirk, we may be quick to note, was before America entered the 
Second World War, and hence was not really an “American experi¬ 
ence.” We might call it a catastrophe, a bit of very bad luck and worse 
planning, but in 1940 this was hardly “our” problem, and the evil of 
Hitler had not yet fully dawned upon us. Evil in America tends to fall 
into two apparently mutually exclusive categories, under the common 
rubric of moral evil: social sins and societal sins or, if you prefer, sins 
of the flesh and sins of the system. 


Sins of the Flesh 

Once upon a time we were much more intimately acquainted with the 
seven deadly sins than we are today; that is simply to say that we knew 
their names and could list them as Pride, Lust, Gluttony, Anger, Sloth, 
Envy, and Greed. Literary critics and the historians of theology know 
the evolution of these “diseases of the soul,” as eighteenth-century mys- 



tic William Blake called them, but while the sins themselves can be 
found represented in various ways in the Bible, no list of the seven 
deadlies will be found in scripture. This doesn’t mean that because they 
are not in the Bible they are not biblical; the list is a convenient form 
of shorthand in w hich to discuss the moral human condition. 

For most of us the sins of the flesh have to do with pleasure and 
indulgence, giving rise to the old canard that everything we want to do 
is either immoral, illicit, or fattening. Pleasure and the flesh are con¬ 
demned as a result of the fall from grace in the Garden of Eden. The 
sins of the flesh are troublesome and therefore condemned because their 
pleasure diverts us from virtue and makes us want to satisfy ourselves 
rather than God or others. Such pleasures become ends in themselves, 
w hich easilv leads to idolatry, which establishes an unacceptable rivalry 
betw een what is created and the Creator. It is wrong, but easily under¬ 
stood, to think of pleasure as in itself evil. It is not. Its consequences, 
however, are understood to be dangerous because they draw us away 
from our proper destiny, which is the service of God, and from the 
control of our reason, which would remind us of that duty and keep us 
faithful to it. 

It is to Augustine, and not to the Bible, that we must turn if we want 
to talk about the sins of the flesh for, unlike the Bible, Augustine was 
much concerned with the topic. For better or for worse, it is the convert 
from a self-indulgent worldly urbanity, Augustine, who is responsible for 
the Western moral teachings on sex. It is lust in the explicitly sexual 
sense that he wTites about in The City of God : 2 “The lust that excites 
the indecent parts of the body” is dangerous because it “assumes power 
not only over the whole body, and not only from the outside, but also 
internally; it disturbs the whole man, when the mental emotion com¬ 
bines and mingles with the physical craving,” resulting in so intense a 
sensation of pleasure “that when it reaches its climax there is an almost 
total extinction of mental alertness; the intellectual sentries, as it were, 
are overwhelmed.” Since such a lust is not subject to rational or physical 
control but is itself master of all, it is both to be feared and controlled. 
“It is right, therefore,” he writes in the very next chapter, “to be ashamed 
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of this lust,” and the organs that serve this lust should be called pudenda , 
or “parts of shame.” The trouble with arousal for Augustine is that it 
does not operate at the behest of the mind, but literally has a mind of 
its own. The corrective to lust is shame, and shame itself is not a virtue, 
like modesty, but a punishment for lust. Thus lust, of which sex is the 
manifestation, is to be punished by shame not because it is pleasurable 
but because it is irrational. 

Most Baptists and Methodists have not spent much time in consid¬ 
eration of the moral philosophy of Saint Augustine, but their anxieties 
about the sins of the flesh could not be better expressed than his. They 
threw off much of Roman Catholicism’s moral theology, but they re¬ 
tained the notion that somehow the sins of the flesh got between the 
sinner and God. Such sins, however, were not sinful because they of¬ 
fended reason but rather because they gave pleasure, which in the re¬ 
fracted Calvinism to which they were all heirs, was itself an 
unacceptable end. Thus sex was only for the begetting of children, 
shameful for the man, painful for the woman, both part of a divine plan; 
and sex for any other purpose simply confounded pain and shame, es¬ 
pecially if any pleasure without penalty was involved. Women were thus 
vessels of shame who, like Eve, Jezebel, and Delilah, led their men to 
disastrous ends. Masturbation was forbidden because it wasted valuable 
and necessary seed for an endangered species, the holy community, and 
because it gave pleasure without a compensatory pain. Hence prices of 
masturbation had to be invented: hair on the palms, blindness, insanity, 
and impotence by reducing the finite supply of sperm. 

From these anxieties come many of the other social inhibitions of the 
flesh. Drinking, for instance, like sex, contributes to the “almost total 
extinction of mental alertness; the intellectual sentries, as it were, are 
overwhelmed.” Dancing was also forbidden for its similitude to the sex¬ 
ual act. The old Southern Baptist joke has the young man say to the 
young woman with whom he is about to have illicit sex, “We’d better 
do it on the sofa so they won’t think we’re dancing.” 

Although it is fair to say that biblical morality encompassed a much 
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wider spectrum of virtues, including those of the Commandments, and 
those to he aspired to in the Beatitudes and the Sermon on the Mount, 
when most Christians think of morality they think first of the sins of the 
flesh, and then most explicitly of sex. Thus, one whole strand of Chris¬ 
tian ethics contributed to the dangerous reductio ad absurdum that sin 
is simple sex and thus sex is evil. There is more to sex than sin, and 
more to sin than sex. Augustine has much to teach us, but even he 
cannot possibly teach us all that we now need to know. 


Sins of the System 

Until Jimmy Swaggart’s highly publicized infidelities and the increasing 
public consciousness of the AIDS epidemic renewed their newsworthi¬ 
ness, sins of the flesh were for most citizens of modernity rather old- 
fashioned and left behind in the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 
1970s. In fact, Carl Menninger would write a briefly popular book in 
1973, with the catchy title Whatever Happened to Sin? It seems that 
nobody knew. What was clear was that very few people were any longer 
responsible for anything at all. The comic Anna Russell put the senti¬ 
ment of the age in her “Psychiatric Folksong”: 

At three 1 had a feeling of 
Ambivalence toward my brothers. 

And so it follows naturally 
I poison all my lovers. 

But I am happy now Yve learned 
The lesson this has taught: 

That everything I do that’s wrong 
Is someone else’s fault! 

One of the great acts of transference in modern times is the transfer¬ 
ence of the responsibility for evil and sin from individuals to institutions 
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and to society at large. It is not altogether clear when this began. In the 
period of American revivalism and reform in the first half of the nine¬ 
teenth century, preachers and the reformed condemned the sins of drink 
and the drunkard, both. When the slave trade was condemned, so too 
were those who participated in it. The revival of society, it was under¬ 
stood, began with the revival of the individual, the redemption of society 
with the redemption of the individual. “Lord, send a revival,” was the 
old cry, “and let it begin with me.” John and Charles Wesley preached 
for the revival of the world through the sanctification of the individuals 
in it. They understood, as did Saint Paul and the patristic doctors of the 
early church, that as through a human being, the man Adam, sin en¬ 
tered into the world, only through the renovation of human beings, a 
work accomplished in the atonement of Jesus Christ in his human form, 
would the price of sin be paid and the fallen society redeemed from sin 
through the redemption of its members. “As in Adam all die," says Paul, 
“even so in Christ shall all be made alive.” Soul winning, as the process 
of conversion and evangelization was once called, was also world saving, 
producing even within the fallen city of man, as Augustine put it, the 
City of God. 

Social sin, or what I am calling sins of the system, is understood to 
be the sinful, fallen nature of the institutions and social systems that are 
created, managed, and manipulated by sinful men and women. When 
Reinhold Niebuhr spoke of Moral Man and Immoral Society, the title 
of one of his most penetrating and influential books, he addressed the 
conundrum of how “good people” could participate in and perpetuate 
sinful, wicked, and destructive systems. Part of this had to do with a 
rather sophisticated analysis of how people who were good, but not good 
enough, could not in aggregate avoid social sin, which tended to negate 
whatever individual and private virtues the individual might possess. 
Theologians describe this as the consequence of a corrupt or wounded 
will. When Saint Paul says that the good he would do he cannot do, 
and the evil he would not and wills not to do he does, that is an illus¬ 
tration, personal and powerful, of the inadequacy of the unaided will 
on its own to be, to do, or to know good. 



The manifestation of this dilemma is not simply the personal discom¬ 
fort that individuals feel between their intentions and their deeds. That 
itself is quite significant, but the sins of the system, or social sin, has to 
do with the active participation of good people in deeds and systems 
that are themselves not good. The classic examples are clear and terri¬ 
fying. Most of the evils in the world have been performed and perpet¬ 
uated by individuals who, convinced that they are doing good, even 
doing God's will, participate corporately in wickedness. We can call 
upon ancient historical examples to make our point. Surely, those Span¬ 
ish Christians who fueled the fires of the Spanish Inquisition with their 
unspeakable tortures and maimings did what they did, and felt that they 
could do no other, because they believed ever so firmly that they were 
doing good and doing God’s will. The Puritans of Salem, Massachusetts, 
in the summer and autumn of 1692 were convinced that they were doing 
God’s will by hanging those whom they believed to be witches. In moral 
retrospect we like to think that such people themselves were deranged 
or lacking in virtue or in cultural sophistication. 

When we look at Nazi Germany, however, we are dealing with the 
heirs of one of the world’s most sophisticated and gifted peoples, the 
land of Bach and of Beethoven, of Kant and of Hegel, of Luther and 
of Brahms. These were not barbarians but men and women learned in 
the arts and sciences, with an appetite for the beautiful and for the life 
of the mind. When they raped, robbed, and pillaged Europe, they saw 
to it that the finest art treasures of the lands they conquered were pre¬ 
served for their own pleasure. Nazi Germany was by no means all thugs 
and Brownshirts and Bavarian drunkards, and the great moral problem 
was how so great a civilization could perpetrate and tolerate such im¬ 
mense evil. 

For many of us that moral dilemma had its more immediate dem¬ 
onstration in the United States in the very same period. When I taught 
at Tuskegee Institute, I discovered that the institute’s archives held the 
world’s largest single collection of documents having to do with lynch¬ 
ing. I remember an exhibition on lynching in America in the period 
between the First and Second World Wars, in which were displayed 
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photograph after photograph of lynch scenes taken, in many cases, by 
participants. What was so horrifying in these pictures was not the ob¬ 
scene display of the lynched and often otherwise mutilated Negroes, but 
the faces of the white mob, faces not frenzied in anger but filled with 
pleasure as at a sporting event. Women and children featured promi¬ 
nently in these photographs, together with the men, and one knew that 
these mobs were composed almost exclusively of Christian men and 
women, Baptists and Methodists, who knew and read their Bibles, who 
said their prayers, who took sins of the flesh very seriously, and who saw 
themselves as God-loving and God-fearing. One could imagine these 
people lynching on Saturday and worshiping on Sunday, with no hint 
of the slightest moral discontinuity. These were not merely the hooded 
white knights of the Ku Klux Klan. These people had no shame to cover 
up in the bedsheets; their unconcealed faces revealed an almost gro¬ 
tesque pride in the perverse pleasures of their violence. They would 
condemn dancing, drinking, and sex; they opposed legislation opposed 
to lynching. Lynching was sport masquerading as justice. At the last 
judgment these Christians in particular will have much to answer for. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, movements for social justice would speak out 
against the sins of those systems that perpetuated violence and injustice 
in the world. Thus racism was not only the collective acts of violence 
on the part of racists but the system that encouraged and supported a 
culture of violence and discrimination. Individuals might repent and 
change their ways, but no real change would happen until the systems 
themselves were changed. Racism was such a system. So too were naked 
capitalism, militarism, and sexism, and the institutional structures that 
gave them aid and cover; and one of the great ironies of the developing 
consciousness of institutional sin is that it developed in a culture when 
it was becoming increasingly fashionable to denigrate the notion of per¬ 
sonal responsibility for sin and evil. Thus many of those who in the 
1960s and 1970s were leading the crusades against structural and insti¬ 
tutional sin were themselves increasingly indifferent to the notion of 
personal sin. Thus there developed a great divide between those whose 
priority was the reform and repentance of the individual for whom sin 



for so long had been defined almost exclusively in terms of sins of the 
flesh, and those who, having abandoned the personal piety that took sin 
and repentance seriously, embraced the wholesale reform of society and 
its system. 

Sins of the system, while real, have a way of becoming so abstract, so 
structural and analytic, that it becomes very difficult to clothe them in 
the moral authority they require to convince and convict those who 
participate in them of the need for change. The antiwar movement of 
the 1960s and early 1970s tried to do this, and if war cannot be addressed 
in moral terms, few other phenomena can. The antiwar movement was 
frustrated by a countervailing morality that combined patriotism and 
pride with profoundly secular cultural values wrapped in the odor of 
sanctity. A paradox not often commented upon is that the rhetoric of 
the antiwar movement often was far more religious, indeed, moral, and 
w as w aged with a higher sense of the consciousness of sin than the one 
that favored the war. That rhetoric tended to indulge in the unexamined 
shibboleths of national pride, mindless anticommunism, and a profound 
distrust of any change in what was in essence a secular status quo. The 
war ended, as we know, not because of the moral weight of the argu¬ 
ments against it but because of the unbearable social costs of proceed¬ 
ing. We have only to read the memoirs of Robert McNamara to confirm 
this anxious-making analysis. 

Social justice issues, at the hands of their most articulate advocates, 
suffered in the communication of their values because those values 
seemed so abstracted from any sense of sin and concerned themselves 
almost exclusively in the realm of rights, policy, and strategies. This 
secularization of virtue has long inhibited the movements in favor of 
women, homosexuals, and the environment. Having yielded up the no¬ 
tion of sin to those who claim it in opposition to all threatening change, 
those who are advocates for rights are seen simply as well-orchestrated 
lobbyists for selfish interests and special considerations, and thus are 
deprived of the moral high ground. They see themselves as the heirs of 
the civil rights movement, and wonder in frustration why they do not 
reap the moral capital of that movement's success. What so many fail 
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to understand in these comparisons with the civil rights movement is 
that at its origins and heart that movement was not merely political or 
social, but fundamentally religious and moral, and in particular ani¬ 
mated by a Christian perception of the biblical notions of sin and re¬ 
demption. From this conviction, drawing upon the great moral 
substratum of American piety, came the energy of the marches, the 
confrontations with conscience and guilt, and even the legal and stra¬ 
tegic maneuvers. 

To be deprived of these resources is to disadvantage any significant 
movement for moral and social change, and that is why all marches in 
Washington, D.C., since Dr. King's famous address at the Lincoln Me¬ 
morial tend to be pale imitations, lacking not simply the vital spark of 
so compelling an orator as Dr. King but the moral urgency and sense 
of sin and rehabilitation that turned that 1963 gathering from a protest 
into a sacrament. Mere displays of numbers on the Mall, as women and 
homosexuals have discovered, do not guarantee that the moral imagi¬ 
nation of the nation will be engaged. The surprising, and, to some, 
disturbing, success of the 1995 Million Man March, despite the contro¬ 
versial and distasteful views of its leader, Louis Farrakhan, was achieved 
because it embraced the discourse of sin, atonement, and redemption. 

In what I hope is not too esoteric a theological footnote, I would 
argue that the Million Man March gave public display to the theological 
principle conveyed in the Latin phrase Ex opere operato, “Through the 
performance of the work,” which in the teachings of the Roman Cath¬ 
olic Church means that the efficacy of a sacramental action depends 
upon Christ’s promise and not upon the character or merits of the per¬ 
son performing the work. Thus, a “whiskey priest” does not make invalid 
by his questionable character the validity of a proper work properly done. 
Louis Farrakhan was to many a whiskey priest, whose character invali¬ 
dated an otherwise good idea. The good idea and its merits could be 
said to have prevailed despite the character of its chief proponent, and 
it did so, I think, because it appealed to conscience. 
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Good People and Bad Things 

Any of us who has ever wanted to write a book hopes to enjoy the 
phenomenal success of Rabbi Harold Kushner, whose book When Bad 
Things Happen to Good People has become a legendary success story in 
the literature of American popular piety. It ranks with Russell Conwell’s 
Acres of Diamonds, Bruce Barton’s The Man Nobody Knows, Charles 
Sheldon's In His Steps, and Norman Vincent Peak’s The Power of Pos¬ 
itive Thinking, not to mention that second-only-to-the-Bible perennial 
best-seller. The Prophet, by Kahlil Gibran, as an example of the right 
book at the right time. Every pastor has dealt with those of the flock 
upon whom some disaster or tragedy has been visited, who, in a com¬ 
bination of anger and anguish together with an acute moral curiosity, 
ask, “What have I done to deserve this?” Rabbi Kushner, as good an 
expositor as he is a pastor, has done us all a tremendous service in his 
straightforward and useful book, and he and it deserve every success. 

Perhaps it is the people with whom I have ministered over the years, 
but I have often given thought to another book that would deal with an 
equally profound and pervasive pastoral problem. I would call this book, 
with due apologies but with no royalties to Rabbi Kushner, Why Good 
People Do Bad Things. That is what we have been talking about all 
along, and it is no small subject of the Bible as well. The people I see 
want to know why it is that they cannot restrain themselves from hateful, 
hurtful attitudes and actions; they are not in a moral quandary; that is 
to sav, they are not ignorant of what the good is, or of the consequences 
of the w'rong. They are not morally obtuse or ethically challenged. They 
have not inverted wrong into right; they have not deluded themselves 
into thinking that what they are and what they do is virtuous. These 
people have a ruthless honesty about themselves. “I have behaved badly 
toward my wife, my husband, my lover, my children; I have been a 
terrible colleague, a less than responsible employer. I have not been a 
good neighbor.” They recognize themselves in those memorable phrases 
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of self-indictment from the General Confession of Archbishop Cran- 
mer’s Book of Common Prayer: “We have left undone those things 
which we ought to have done, and we have done those things which 
we ought not to have done.” 

Whether, as the old TV comic Flip Wilson used to say, “The devil 
made me do it,” or whether one sees oneself as a victim of circumstances 
that compel one to choose between the lesser of two well-known evils, 
the sinner recognizes a no-win situation and is thus miserable, indeed 
a miserable offender. Would that we could take comfort in the lines 
attributed to Mae West, who said, “Between the two evils I always 
choose the one I haven’t tried before,” but even such hedonism after a 
while becomes boring. Ignorance is not an excuse for sin, but it is a 
bliss. The misery of the sinner is the knowledge both of the wrong and 
of its inevitability. 

It is often suggested that we do not know what the good is, and as 
Pontius Pilate asked half sincerely, half sardonically of Jesus, “What is 
truth?,” we ask “What is good?” Those who do wrong in the Bible more 
often than not know perfectly well what they are doing; they do not act 
out of ignorance. They act out of what is called in theology a corrupted 
will, what we might call a twisted, partial, imperfect vision of what good¬ 
ness is. The Bible is filled with vivid images of people caught between 
the knowledge of what is good and what is evil, and the inability to 
avoid the easy wrong and to affirm the difficult right. 

Such knowledge is both good and bad. In the creation story Eve is 
seduced by the serpent into eating of the forbidden fruit of the tree that 
contains the knowledge of good and evil, and when she and her husband 
do so, the first knowledge they gain is of their own nakedness. Not only 
do they see that they are naked, which is nothing new, but they realize 
that they shouldn’t be, and experience shame, and thus hasten to cover 
themselves with fig leaves, or “aprons,” as one of the earliest English 
translations puts it. Augustine, and those who take their moral philoso¬ 
phy from him, think that this all has to do with sex and their awareness 
of their genitals, what he calls the “parts of shame.” He assumed that 
nakedness was ipso facto a cause of shame because it provided the oc- 



casion for lust, and we know his views on lust. It is hard, however, to 
take seriously the implication that the story of that first disobedience is 
simpiv a tale of prudery and a genealogy of shame. The story is not 
about sex or lust or "parts of shame,” no matter how titillated Augustine 
was by the conviction that it was. It is about limitations, indeed, about 
the ambiguity of knowledge. The fact that they knew that they were 
naked means that they saw themselves for the first time as they were, 
and that knowledge, contrary to the modern notion that “knowledge is 
power." made them realize w'ith their first infusion of knowledge just 
how weak and vulnerable they now were and had been. It was not 
know ledge that had protected them from the blandishments of the ser¬ 
pent, but ignorance that had preserved their innocence. Now they knew 
all, but their knowledge was not a blessing, it was a curse; and hence, 
as John Habgood says, “All knowledge is ambiguous.” 

Cain knew that he should neither be envious of his brother Abel, nor 
should he murder him. He was not in doubt about what was right, yet 
he did wrong. Joseph’s brothers knew that it was wrong to sell their 
younger brother into slavery, but they could not prevent themselves from 
acting on their passions even despite their knowledge. Jacob knew that 
he should not have cheated his brother Esau of his birthright, nor should 
he have deceived his old father in doing so, but he did it anyway. King 
David knew that it was wrong to lust after Bathsheba and to send her 
husband Uriah into the heat of battle to die so he could marry his 
widow, but he acted despite his knowledge. The cynical preacher of 
Ecclesiastes says, “For in much wisdom is much grief; and he that in¬ 
creased knowledge increased sorrow.” (Ecclesiastes 1:18) Saint Paul 
writes, “Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth. And if any man 
think that he knoweth anything, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to 
know.” (1 Corinthians 8:1-2) 

Ignorance is not why good people do bad things, and knowledge itself 
does not prevent good people from doing bad things. Good people do 
bad things because by themselves they are not able to manipulate their 
know ledge of what is good in behalf of goodness and over against what 
is bad. The first and most basic reason the good do bad is that the good 
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are weak and are not fully in control of themselves or of their circum¬ 
stances. This sounds like a ready-made alibi, and the now all too familiar 
moral escape of the perpetrator as victim. We want people to take re¬ 
sponsibility for their actions and not to blame the devil, or voices, or 
circumstances, or victims. The moral chaos of our time is deepened by 
the sense of evasion and scapegoating that this concession to moral 
weakness would seem to condone, but we have no choice. We must 
begin here with the fact that our knowledge and our will, even our good 
intentions, are not sufficent to prevent the good from doing bad. 

This is not a concession to victimology, but rather a concession to 
the reality of evil. The only way to answer the question is to acknowledge 
that the good are not in control, and are usually outwitted and out¬ 
smarted by the forces of evil that surround them on every hand. To put 
it more plainly: 

1. Evil is real. 

2. The good are not as smart as they think they are. 

3. The good need all the help they can get; one cannot be good on 
one’s own. 

Let 11s look again at the lynch mob. Every faceless mob is composed 
of the faces of individual people, many of whom have much good in 
them. They do not see themselves or their neighbors as evil; they do 
not contemplate evil acts. In fact, under certain circumstances they are 
driven to their actions by a sense of offended righteousness. They would 
argue that it was a sense of justice that motivated them to join with 
their neighbors in dispensing rough justice. Where others see what they 
are doing and what they have begun as evil, they themselves literally 
see no evil, and would deny its power. If you do not recognize the reality 
of evil, and your own capacity for evil and its artful designs, then you 
are ripe to be overtaken by that which you deny exists. The first thing 
the good need to recognize is that they are at one with evil. The reason 
the church on earth is called the church militant is because it under¬ 
stands itself to be in a state of constant warfare with a real antagonist 
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w hose troops are legion and whose resources are without limit. To deny 
that reality is the first step toward moral defeat. 

Second, evil has a brain. Someone has said that cancer is not simply 
a medical condition that results in death but a disease with a brain and 
a strategy of death. It works to wear down the body, to outwit the phy¬ 
sicians. outmaneuver the therapies, strategies, and potions. It almost 
seems as it if has a will of its own, and it can never be underestimated. 
Evil is like cancer; it has a brain and a strategy, and millennia of ex¬ 
perience. As we have said before, evil is so smart that it will not attack 
our weak points, knowing that we have those guarded. Rather, it attacks 
those places in which we feel confident, hence places that we neglect. 
Thus, the morally superior person is vulnerable to evil at those points 
where the moral strength is felt to be sufficiently strong that he can 
afford to neglect it. 

This may perhaps explain the phenomenon of the abuse of moral 
trust by such people as physicians and psychiatrists and priests and 
clergy. Secure in the identity of their calling, confident in the honor 
others accord them, and unwilling to think themselves vulnerable in the 
work they do so well, they are prime targets for the power of evil over 
them. They think that they are in control, when in fact they are con¬ 
trolled. Roman Catholic priests charged with pedophilia often tell their 
victims that nothing is wrong because “I’m a priest: I can’t do wrong.” 
Protestant clergymen like Jimmy Swaggart say some variation on the 
same theme, and add, “and I can’t get caught.” The mousy bank clerk 
who embezzles millions from the accounts in his charge knows that 
embezzling is wrong, but his actions stem either from vengeance against 
an unjust employer—a form of radical redistribution of the undeserved 
wealth of patrons —or from meeting virtuous needs such as the support 
of an invalid relative who requires the money. These good often think 
themselves smarter than the evil they perform, and they are always mis¬ 
taken. 

Finally, one cannot combat evil, especially the evil within, on one’s 
own. You cannot be good by yourself. One of the first defenses against 
evil is to acknowledge that one needs help against it. Confession is good 



THE TRUE AND LIVELY WORD 


264 ) 

for the soul not only because it performs a therapeutic cleansing of the 
impurities that clog the spiritual bloodstream but because to address it 
in confession immediately objectifies the evil and places one in a com¬ 
munity outside of oneself. Evil’s greatest ally is solitary silence. The 
Roman Catholic Church long understood this in its rites of auricular 
confession. The sinner had to name the sin to a priest and to accept 
responsibility for the thought, word, or deed. The sinner then had to 
accept a penance as an act of expiation and contrition, and then the 
sinner had to promise an amendment of life. This was not “private,” in 
the sense of a psychiatrist’s conversation with a client, but an exercise 
done in the name of the community of the faithful. 

Public liturgical confession helps to accomplish the same goals. It is 
a point worth making that those religious traditions within which acts 
of confession both private and public are minimized or nonexistent are 
those traditions in which a wise and necessary restraint to evil mas¬ 
querading as moral zealousness is missing. Confession of sins helps ar¬ 
ticulate what the sins are and acknowledges the trespass, it calls upon 
God and the community to witness the confession and to assist in the 
amendment of life, and it reassures the penitent that he or she is not 
alone either in the sin or in the redemption from it. 

Now indeed one could take the self-righteous prayer of the biblical 
Pharisee as one’s own: “I thank thee, Lord, that I am not as others are,” 
and one could argue, “I am confessing on behalf of those other people 
who need it.” If I am right that the person who seeks after righteousness 
and is anxious to know and to do the good knows his or her sin and 
recognizes that sin as a reality and not an abstraction in his or her life, 
that tinny moral boasting of the Pharisee will be seen for the whistling 
in the dark that it really is. 

Good people do bad things because good people are not good 
enough. They have to fight and to outwit a superior enemy, and they 
need all the help they can get to do it, all the time. The Bible reminds 
us over and over again that Satan, the personification of evil, is not 
interested in the wicked, but in the righteous. Therefore those who 
would be righteous, or hunger or thirst after it, are and always have been 



Satan's prime targets. It is to amplify this fact for the sake of our spiritual 
welfare that the gospels make the first encounter Jesus has after his 
baptism an encounter with Satan himself. We are meant both to take 
notice and to take what we notice very seriously indeed. With evil work¬ 
ing overtime, virtue cannot be a hobby. 



CHAPTER 13 


THE BIBLE AND TEMPTATION 


W HOEVER could devise a cure for temptation would be richer 
even than the discoverer of the cure for the common cold, or 
the successful alchemist who is able to turn base metals into gold. Peo¬ 
ple for whom abstract theories of sin and evil are just that can easily 
observe a daily existential experience of the moral combat called temp¬ 
tation—the would-be dieter. She knows that it is in her absolute best 
interest to maintain the healthy regimen upon which she and her ad¬ 
visers have embarked; she knows what is good and what is bad for her 
in this regard. She is not ignorant of the facts, and perhaps indeed knows 
more than is necessary for her to know about nutrition, for all food and 
drink have been reduced to grams, ounces, calories, and carbohydrates; 
and the aesthetics of eating are subordinated to the rational process of 
achieving and maintaining an ideal weight. Moral self-interestedness is 
not only clear but easily measured and monitored, and yet no day passes, 
not even an hour of it, when visions of chocolate indulgence or the 
imagined smell of hot buttered popcorn, or some other forbidden 
delight fails to initiate moral warfare. To resist the diet buster is under¬ 
stood to be a short-term sacrifice for a long-term gain, and deprivation 
becomes the moral substitute for gratification. To yield and eat is an 
exercise of the will, but the instant gratification is instantly overcome by 
a sense of guilt and a renewed resolve not to do so again, thus raising 
the stakes for the next level of encounter. 

Substitute the keeping of a diet for fidelity in marriage, honesty in 
finance, truth telling in conversation, responsibility in conduct, and we 
have the wretched pathology of human moral ambition and human 
moral failure. We can call the act, whatever it is when we betray our 
moral ambition, “sin.” We can call the interior reaction to our own 
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know ledge of that failure, “shame,” and we know that the phenomenon 
that ignites this seemingly ineluctable transaction is called “temptation.” 

Temptation is older than sin and the mother of shame. More than 
sex. w ith which from ancient times it has been most intimately associ¬ 
ated. temptation is the single greatest source of human anxiety. In the 
thousands of people with whom I have counseled over the years of my 
ministry. I have found the problem of temptation to be at the heart of 
their personal anxiety. Very few people have come to me lacking knowl¬ 
edge of what is good for them or bad for them. People generally are not 
ignorant, and to suggest that they are generally sells them short. If people 
were truly ignorant or uninformed there would be neither wrong nor 
sin. and certainly no shame, for all of these require a sense of trans¬ 
gression, a knowledge of error, and hence a sense of right: You don’t 
know it's wrong if you don’t know what’s wrong. So, the young man 
who cheats on an examination in order to better his chances for ad¬ 
mission to the graduate school of his choice knows that he has done a 
wTong thing. He knows that the desirable end does not justify his wrong 
deed, and he feels appropriate shame, although not yet enough to risk 
his ill-gained advantage by repudiating his actions and facing the music. 
When I asked a certain young man why he did it, his answer was simple: 
“I wanted what I could get, and I knew of no other way of getting it.” 
It is as pure an answer under the circumstances as that which Willie 
Sutton, the famous bank robber of a generation ago, gave when asked 
why he robbed banks: “Because that’s where the money is.” 

My young man’s situation, however, was more complicated than that 
of Willie Sutton. My young friend did not act out of mere expedience. 
He cheated, he said, because he felt powerless to do otherwise. He knew 
what the choices were but he had no choice, so he felt. He was under 
the power of a force beyond the scope of his moral compass. He was, 
in short, tempted, and like those before and after him, he yielded. He 
was not fundamentally wicked, evil, perverse, or a moral cripple; he was 
human, and where temptation is concerned, that is good, or bad, 
enough. Of course he is not alone. He has lots of company in the Bible, 
and the Bible, if it is anything at all, is an essay in the genealogy of 
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temptation. We will look at three heroic instances of temptation, and 
the struggle with it, in the Bible. The first of these is the story with 
which the Bible begins its narrative of the human condition, the account 
of Adam and Eve and the temptation in the Garden of Eden. The 
second is the account of Jesus’ temptation, not in a garden but in the 
wilderness, at the beginning of his ministry, an account that takes pride 
of place in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. The third instance 
is the account in I Corinthians 10 of Saint Paul’s struggle with what he 
calls his “thorn in the flesh,” an allegory, I suggest, of the great apostle’s 
temptations. 


In the Beginning Was Temptation 

We do not think of Oscar Wilde as either a theologian or a biblical 
scholar, but in the aphorism he puts into the mouth of Lord Darlington, 
in Lady Windermere’s Fan , he proves himself insightful in both callings: 
“I can resist everything except temptation.” This is, of course, the trouble 
in paradise, the trouble with Adam and Eve. The problem, contra Au¬ 
gustine, is not sex, nor is it obedience, and it isn’t even evil as such. It 
is temptation, and the inability of men and women to resist it. 

Temptation as an abstraction does not work very well, and that is why 
the writers of Genesis are at very great pains to give temptation a per¬ 
sonality, a persona, a character. It is a sort of incarnation, and the first 
in the Bible. When orthodox Christians think of an incarnation they 
tend to think, and rightly so, of the Incarnation, that divine Word made 
flesh in Jesus and described in the glorious prologue to the gospel of 
Saint John, “and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” That is 
the manifestation or the enfleshment of God in terms that human beings 
can begin to understand. The incarnation in Genesis of which I speak 
is also an enfleshment—not of the divine will or person but of the 
opposite force which temptation represents in its invitation to evil. Thus, 
temptation is given the form of the serpent; a name, the Tempter; and 
qualities we will recognize and even appreciate: He is called the subtlest 
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of all the creatures. Adam and Eve are thus far morally neutral. They 
have no personalities, no characters, and no distinguishing characteris¬ 
tics other than that they should be companions to each other and serve 
as caretakers of the Garden. They are not even instructed to worship 
God. or to be good and kind to one another. They are, of course, for¬ 
bidden to eat of the fruit of the tree, but that commandment tells us 
more about the anxieties of God than it does about the characters or 
personalities of Adam and Eve. 

Thus it is that the serpent has all the best lines, and we are meant to 
understand that the serpent is the actor and that Adam and Eve are 
acted upon. There is neither any one nor any thing to shield them from 
the impact of this, the mother of all temptations. It reminds one of the 
Victor Borge set piece where the Danish comic recalls a conversation 
between Adam and Eve before the Fall, where Eve, in a fit of unantic¬ 
ipated jealousy, asks Adam, “Do you really love me?” And Adam replies, 
“Who else?” It is the intention of Genesis to give us as clear and un¬ 
cluttered a view of the moral stage as possible, so that we will not fail 
to get it. 

What is “it”? First, that temptation is as old as creation itself and is 
not an exception to the created order but inherent in it. Those who 
look to the environment as the cause of social and moral ills will find 
little comfort here. Eden is no corrupt urban environment filled with 
evil and moral ambiguity. It is the smallest unit of human society, a 
suburban paradise without children or neighbors, and those who argue 
that the dilemma of Eden is to be found in the failure of character in 
Adam and Eve, that somehow they should have “known better,” or 
“done something,” want to turn them into plaster moralists or ration¬ 
alists, willfully and ignorantly participating in their own destruction. 
Such an analysis gets “it” wrong. Historically, Christian doctrine since 
Augustine has been so eager to foist responsibility for the original sin 
upon Adam and Eve without blaming God for the problem of evil, that 
it has tended to risk the minimalization of the naked, coercive, subtle 
power of the tempter and his temptation. 

Hebrew readings of the Adam and Eve story, not burdened with mak- 
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ing the case for the doctrine of original sin, and confident of God’s role 
in the enterprise, tend to focus on the irresistibility of the tempter’s 
blandishments. The first moral decision is impossible to make in the 
absence of evil and the temptation that leads to it. Thus, in trying to 
explain both the origins of the human race and its inescapable dilem¬ 
mas, those who constructed the story of Adam and Eve placed emphasis 
neither upon the virtue nor upon the vice of these ancestral figures, but 
upon the sophistication, attractiveness, and subtlety of the tempting 
force with which they in their moral ignorance must now contend. The 
tempter does have the best lines; they are natural and reasonable, and 
thus make it very clear from the beginning that nature and what is 
natural, and rationality and what is reasonable, are suspect, and part of 
the problem rather than the solution to the human dilemma. In paradise 
nature and reason may be seen to be morally neutral, but as the drama 
is constructed, it is clear that these neutral means are easily put to bad 
uses, with disastrous consequences for those who do not know better. 

The proximity of temptation to creation, and the overwhelming suc¬ 
cess of that first temptation within earshot of God, as it were, is meant 
to remind those who hear and read this story that temptation is a primal 
force to be reckoned with, never to be underestimated, and is forever a 
part of the human condition. If our foreparents, uncorrupted by a world 
not yet old enough to have gone sour, lost their innocence to the be- 
guiler, the old deluder, the tempter, what reason have we as their de¬ 
scendants to expect that we will be spared their trouble? Neither 
temptation nor its agent, the tempter, have been banished from the 
created order. The punishment accorded Adam and Eve for their dis¬ 
obedience, their yielding to temptation, is not simply exile from Eden 
and innocence; it is exile to live forever with the very source of their 
trouble in their midst. In the moral household of the human being after 
Eden, temptation is the man who came to dinner and remains a per¬ 
manent though unwelcome guest. To be human, therefore, is to live in 
daily proximity to temptation. 
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Temptations and the Sensible Soul 

Temptations to evil and wickedness are understandable. Faustian bar¬ 
gains w ith their Baroque entreaties and Gothic deals are the stuff of 
which moral melodrama is composed. Familiarity with the idiom tempts 
us to believe that we will recognize such dangers when we see them, 
and that we will also take appropriate measures. We sympathize with 
the remark of Mae West, who said, “I was pure as the driven snow until 
I drifted." We smile because we think we know better, but what about 
those temptations that seduce on behalf not of evil but of good? What 
about those temptations that do not, at first, tempt our self-indulgence 
but rather our sensibility’ for the good? I suggest that more people are 
subject to temptation in an effort to do good than they are in pursuit of 
pure evil or pleasure. Temptation masquerades most cleverly in areas of 
moral ambiguity where good people can be tempted either to do good 
things for the wrong reason, or bad things for a good and high purpose. 
Self-deception, pride, and moral ambition are the means whereby temp¬ 
tation engages the soul, and in the name of virtue vice is given aid and 
comfort. Thus temptation appeals most particularly to those who would 
think of themselves as good, and who pursue the good as a goal they 
themselves are capable of bringing to pass. 

Temptation thus appeals to moral vanity. Goodness is inevitably the 
host for the parasitical temptation, and thus goodness must be constantly 
addressed and challenged. When people ask why preachers waste their 
time on the people in their pews, “preaching to the converted” or 
“preaching to the choir,” they fail to understand that it is those who 
aspire to goodness who most need to be reminded of and protected 
against the dangers of the moral ambiguity that is the seed of temptation. 
Those who are in church are like those who are in a hospital; they are 
not there because they are specimens of virtue or health. They are there 
because they know their needs. Hospitals are not healthier places than 
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other places, but in the hospital the weapons to fight the illness are 
ready to hand. So too is it with the church. 

This is the context and these are the considerations that compel our 
attention when we look at the famous series of temptations with which 
Jesus is confronted at the beginning of his ministry, encounters recorded 
in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. The prominence given to 
these temptation stories suggests that their themes and concerns are of 
high value to the communities of believers in Jesus. These encounters 
with temptation at the start of the public ministry are also meant to 
describe the persistence and perversity of temptation in the life of Jesus, 
and in the life of all those who would aspire to godliness and the good 
life. The nearer one lives in proximity to God, contrary' to our expec¬ 
tations, the greater is the influence of temptation. 

This paradox is driven home by the placement of Jesus’ temptation 
in the wilderness to his baptism. Baptism is seen as the high point of 
one’s spiritual life, the cleansing of the stain of sin, the washing away 
of the claims of the lower life upon the higher. Some even think of 
baptism as an innoculation against sin and temptation. Thus it is some¬ 
thing of an irony that Jesus is tempted immediately after baptism and 
not before it. The temptations are not a form of hazing before he is 
allowed to enter the fraternity of the holy and good life. Quite the con¬ 
trary. The temptations in some very real sense are the consequences of 
a life set apart for goodness and God’s will. That is why they follow 
directly upon that moment of consecration and dedication; there is no 
one more desirable to Satan, more susceptible to Satan, than the one 
who has just given his or her life to God. Jesus and his temptations 
remind us that the good life is the context of the ultimate struggle with 
evil. I am convinced that this construction of these episodes in the early 
ministry of Jesus is no accident, no mere formal chronology. The gospel 
writers have an acute instinct for those situations that help animate Jesus’ 
investment in the realities of the moral life in the real world. No Olym¬ 
pian recluse, Jesus must be seen to be engaged with the real forces of 
this world that argue for evil and that appeal to the best in people in 
order to seduce them into bondage to that very evil. 
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It is not only proximity that makes this case, however, but the very 
nature of the temptations themselves that reveals the subtlety of those 
forces for evil that would lay siege to the soul. We recall that subtlety 
was the chief characteristic of the serpent in the account of Adam and 
Eve. and the uncanny ability to appeal to the desire and curiosity of the 
human being; and we get it wrong again if we focus all our attention 
in the temptation story of Jesus on his ability to withstand and overcome 
Satan. We like moral winners, and we expect Jesus to win, and applaud 
when he does, but the point here is not so much the victory of Jesus, 
real as it is. The point ought to be the reasonableness of the temptations 
themselves and the craft with which they are offered. It is no longer 
Jesus who will be subjected to these blandishments but his followers 
and successors, among whom are to be counted ourselves. We have 
much more in common with hapless Adam and Eve than with Jesus, 
in coping with the artful deceptions of that chief deluder, Satan. Thus 
we should pay attention to the Satanic strategy, the appeal to our better 
instincts, the manipulations of what the Book of Common Prayer calls 
“the devices and desires of our own hearts,” which alone are not suffi¬ 
cient to wage moral combat against temptation. 

The three temptations that Satan places before Jesus in the wilderness 
appeal to three ideals of the good life to which Jesus and all who would 
follow him in holiness would ordinarily be attracted. These ideals are 
spirituality, power, and faith. What religious person would be immune 
to the divine possibilities for good and goodness inherent in each of 
these qualities? Who has not yearned after one or all of them? Who 
could not use any or all of these to enormous benefit for the well-being 
of the world? The religious aspirant, the soul-sensitive man or woman, 
is not easily bought with silver or gold, or the glittering prizes of earthly 
success, but who can resist the moral allure of spirituality, power, and 
faith, all to be used, of course, in the service of God and in the help of 
the people of God? We must give Satan the highest possible marks for 
recognizing these admirable qualities as our points of vulnerability 
rather than of strength. Appealing to these demonstrates that Satan 
knows us better than we know ourselves, and certainly better than we 
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know him. It is this point, I believe, that the gospel writers are at pains 
to demonstrate to us for our good, and the temptation of Jesus at each 
of these points is their means to do it. 


Spiritual Pride: The Door to Destruction 

Is it fair to regard the first temptation, the invitation to turn stones into 
bread, as an exercise in spiritual pride? I think that it is, but we must 
consider the context of that temptation in order to make the case. Luke 
sets the stage: “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan 
and was led by the Spirit for forty days in the wilderness, tempted by 
the devil. And he ate nothing in those days; and when they were ended, 
he was hungry.” (Luke 4:1-2) Jesus is on a spiritual retreat, disciplining 
his soul, mortifying the flesh so that the spirit housed within it can 
flourish. His first temptation occurs at the conclusion of this season of 
acute loneliness, physical hunger, and spiritual tension. All of the senses 
are on edge; Jesus is a moral athlete at the height of his training, and 
as all who have ever attempted a season of intense training—physical, 
spiritual, or intellectual —realize, the demons that one attempts to mon¬ 
itor, control, and indeed overcome do not diminish in their ferocity as 
one develops more skills to cope with them. No. Like a deadly cancer 
they develop new resources to combat our vaccines and develop new 
and frightening resistances to our cures. Evil, like cancer, does have a 
mind, a will, and a strategy, and temptation is the maneuvering device 
that doesn’t stay still or in the same place long enough for our cumu¬ 
lative resistance to have any useful effect. Thus, at the end of his temp¬ 
tation—and the gospel is clear that these temptations occur at the end 
rather than at the beginning of the fast—Jesus is more rather than less 
susceptible to the wiles of the Tempter. 

Spiritual pride suggests that if we practice and study, and keep steady 
in our moral diet and regimen, we will be equal to any force that comes 
our way. Infected as we are by the doctrine that more is better, and by 
the athletic metaphors that suggest that when a ninety-pound weakling 
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pumps up and beefs out, he will then be able to whip the bully who 
had heretofore intimidated and humiliated him, we think that when we 
are strong spirtuallv and physically we are invulnerable to attack. It is 
that very conceit that Satan uses against us, like the tactic of using your 
enemy's superior weight against him in a wrestling match. 

Satan invites Jesus, in his physical hunger, to turn stones into bread. 
The first level of inquiry would suggest that this is little more than asking 
Jesus to satisfv his own need for nourishment by performing a harmless 
and useful trick. Satan is asking Jesus to prove that he has attained the 
spiritual wherewithal to solve a simple problem: “If you are the Son of 
God” is the taunting bait that Satan uses here. In other words, if you 
are who y ou say you are, and if your God is really who you say he is, 
and if vour spiritual exercises have had any effect, prove it by this simple 
demonstration. 

Spiritual pride would easily tempt us to respond in kind; it would be 
to the honor of God, a demonstration of spiritual superiority, and an 
appropriate rebuke to an audacious doubter who by the performance of 
this action should be won over to the faith. Christians are always eager 
to prove that “my God is bigger than yours,” and spirituality, that be¬ 
nighted buzzword of the late twentieth century, tempts us so often to 
play such games. The amateur martial-arts student is always susceptible 
to the vanity of smashing a plank or a pile of bricks to prove to doubting 
onlookers that his years of practice and discipline have paid off, and 
that his deprivations have been rewarded by a new and terrifying skill. 
The onlookers will be impressed by such a display of power, and the 
reputation of the would-be Karate Kid will be forever established by a 
single blow or kick. Scholars of the martial arts, however, remind us 
that the skills of karate and the other disciplines are not meant to be 
displayed as parlor tricks or mere entertainment. These skills are only 
to be employed when necessary, and in fact, their greatest power lies in 
their potential. Those who are powerful in these dangerous arts are so 
because of their capacity for deterrence rather than for their mere dem¬ 
onstration. 

Spirituality is an attitude, not a set of actions designed to impress the 
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otherwise unedified, but the spiritually immature are those who are eas¬ 
ily tempted to “prove” their new skills and to test them out, “kicking 
the tires” of the soul, so to speak. It is in those moments that spirituality 
can so easily be abused and manipulated. Jesus is not prepared to squan¬ 
der the spiritual gifts he has cultivated in the wilderness simply to im¬ 
press Satan or to prove the validity of that gift to his skeptical antagonist. 
He is unwilling to play the game of “Gotcha!” just for the momentary 
satisfaction of winning, for to do so is to play Satan’s game by Satan’s 
rules. 

Most of us would not be able to resist that offer, however, and for the 
best of reasons —“our” God is on our side, and we can prove it. Then, 
while giving God the glory, we take what really counts in the game, the 
credit; and people will see our piety, our morality, and our superior 
spirituality, and admire us for it. This first temptation is meant to remind 
us that spirituality is a matter of substance and not of signs. Satan and 
the world require signs, proofs, incontestable evidence that we and our 
God can deliver the goods, and we are sorely tempted to provide these 
proofs and signs to confound the bullies of this world. 


If Only I Had the Power, Then I Would Do Good 

Religious people in general, and Christians in particular, feel powerless 
in their religion because they do not feel that they have a power that 
the world takes seriously. Thus, religious people want to be taken seri¬ 
ously by the world and so they seek after power, and it is in this ambition 
for power in the world that Satan makes use of religious people. The 
second temptation of Jesus is an exercise in the temptation of power 
wrapped in the chameleon desire to do good and on such a massive 
scale that the world will have to take notice. 

“And the devil took him up, and showed him all the kingdoms of the 
world in a moment of time, and said to him, To you I will give all this 
authority and their glory; for it has been delivered to me, and I give it 
to whom I will. If you, then, shall worship me, it shall all be yours.’ ” 
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1 1 .like 4 >-~) This is how the second temptation is introduced. Classical 
commentators have often seized upon the Devil’s presumption in claim¬ 
ing the kingdoms of this world as his own. He is promising to give away 
that which does not belong to him, and so his promise is based upon a 
lie. That is true, but that is also the easy way out. The kingdoms of this 
world ma\ in fact not belong to Satan, but it is an ancient principle of 
the common law that possession is nine tenths of the law, and to all 
intents and purposes the Devil seems much in possession of the king¬ 
doms of this world. He may not be the lawful owner or the landlord, 
but he is a very effective squatter, and there is little realistic doubt of 
his ability to deliver worldly power to whom he will. He has had re¬ 
markable success in this transaction to date, and so appeals to legal 
pieties are neither helpful nor persuasive. 

What this really is about is trafficking in the tempting power of power, 
which in the minds of the faithful in all places and in all ages would 
be a preemptive strike for virtue and goodness. Think about how much 
time and effort would be saved on the part of the righteous if they could 
command goodness and orchestrate secular power in its behalf. We 
should remember the irony of Satan’s proposition here in Luke’s gospel. 
Those who first read it, the dispersed and defeated followers of a Lord 
whose kingdom was not of and not intended for this world, would have 
found the notion of a powerful religious state, Christian or Jewish, 
laughable. What Satan was offering Jesus was nothing that any follower 
of Jesus would want. It is only after the formation of a stable cultural 
and political force in a world not yet dissolved in favor of the kingdom 
of heaven that this second temptation in fact becomes tempting. 

The record is not encouraging. The Holy Roman Empire was never 
a good example of either statecraft or of Christianity, and the modern 
efforts at theocracy, whether in Calvin’s Geneva or in Oliver Cromwell’s 
England, proved equally venial. The Puritan oligarchs of New England 
gave it a good try in the seventeenth century, but it became pretty clear 
that religion and power do not mix well, particularly when religion has 
the power. In contemporary America, despite the Bible’s chary attitude 
toward the state, many Christians cultivate civil and political power in 
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order to exercise a biblical rule over the state. Power to do good and 
thereby to compel a more just and moral society is the kind of theocratic 
illusion that has always proved such a tempting ambition to religious 
fundamentalists who, in the name of God, would seize power to compel 
others to righteousness. The English and New English Puritans of the 
seventeenth century, the Islamic fundamentalists, and the American 
Christian Coalition, among other religious constituencies, have all 
flirted with the seductions of power, all for very good and high-sounding 
reasons, and all with questionable, even dangerous cohsequences not 
simply for the secular order but for the proponents of this power them¬ 
selves. Lord Acton’s famous dictum on power’s capacity to corrupt is 
absolutely true, and when such power is compounded with a sense of 
moral purity and absolutism, the corrosive force on those who possess 
and wield such power is utterly corrupting, because virtue and the ca¬ 
pacity to compel are neither the same thing nor necessarily comple¬ 
mentary. Not to know that is to be subject to the one who does, and 
that is Satan. This is the lesson that jesus teaches when he rejects the 
power Satan so wantonly offers him in the second temptation. The 
temptation to do good with that power simply is not good enough. 


To Tempt God Is Not Faith, hut Sin 

The third temptation is little more than a naked abuse of faith, turning 
a virtue into a vice. To believe that God can do anything is one thing; 
to ask God to do something to see if God can do anything is an abuse 
of belief, a testing of God. That is not faith, that is sin. Satan wants two 
things here: He wants jesus to prove his own belief in God, and he 
wants God to prove that God is God. Thus, he invites jesus to throw 
himself down from the tower of the Temple. If jesus believes in the 
goodness of God he will not be afraid to risk his own life in this seem¬ 
ingly suicidal act; and if God is good, the good God will not allow jesus 
in his swan dive from the tower to come to any harm. From Satan’s 
point of view, the added incentive to this heroic gesture would be to 
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witness to Satan the ultiinacv of one’s faith in God. Like the appeal to 
power, and the earlier one to spirituality, this appeal to faith encourages 
a dramatic shortcut in the tedious journey of moral perfection. Satan 
offers these racy, bottom-line opportunities, and they are tempting be¬ 
cause they offer in an instant what it would take a lifetime to accomplish 
through preaching and teaching disciplined evangelism and slow, steady 
spiritual growth. That is the lure of the get-rich-quick schemes, and that 
is why the unwary- are so susceptible to them. 

To tempt God, for this is what Jesus rightly charges Satan with at¬ 
tempting to do, is not an exercise in faith but rather in doubt. It is to 
put God to the test, and to make God satisfy our need for satisfaction 
and reassurance, thus subordinating God to a human agenda. For any 
believer in God this is an unacceptable consideration. This makes the 
Creator the agent of the creature, when faith maintains that it is just 
the other way around. Faith thus manipulated by a subtle tempter and 
a needy believer becomes an abuse of confidence in the divine rather 
than an expression of it, and the abuser is revealed to be a creature of 
anxiety rather than of faith. Tempting God then is to try to get God to 
act in such a way as to satisfy our agenda. Certain Christians in the 
mountains of Tennessee who practice the rites of snake handling do so 
as a testimonial to the power of their faith in God, God’s faith in them, 
and their faith in the Bible. Acting upon their reading of Mark 16:18, 
“They will pick up serpents, and if they drink any deadly thing, it will 
not hurt them,” they incorporate into their worship the handling of 
poisonous snakes. The theory is that God will not allow them to be 
bitten. The fact of the matter is that many of them are bitten, and die 
from their wounds. To many, the handling of snakes in such a fashion, 
due respect to cultural diversity and sensitivity notwithstanding, is more 
foolishness than faith, and is the sort of thing against which Jesus re¬ 
buked Satan when in this third temptation to manipulate faith, he said, 
“Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God.” 
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Beware Your Strong Points; They Are Spiritual Land Mines 

One of Saint Paul’s consistent themes is the danger of spiritual over- 
confidence, a form of moral arrogance that overestimates one’s own 
abilities and underestimates those of Satan. No moral shrinking violet 
himself, Paul certainly could speak with existential authority about the 
dangers of moral and spiritual self-confidence. He thought he knew all 
he needed to know and was beyond learning in piety and knowledge, a 
moral aristocrat; yet it was he who in his spiritual blindness was the 
zealous persecutor of the church of God. Saul, as he was before his 
conversion, was not just a spear carrier in the movement against the 
Christians; he was a self-promoting, ambitious agent of persecutions. He 
reminds one of those fanatical Jewish settlers in modern Israel who, so 
attuned to the righteousness of their cause, hear God’s instructions in 
their ears to murder those who stand in the way of their particular vision. 
Nothing less than a colossal clout on the head on the Damascus Road 
and a confrontation with the risen Christ was sufficient to get Saul’s 
attention, and to turn him from the persecutor of the church into the 
Apostle to the Gentiles. 

We are therefore to take his counsels on overconfidence and spiritual 
arrogance, the greatest temptations for all believers, seriously. In I Co¬ 
rinthians 10:12, he writes, “Therefore let any one who thinks that he 
stands take heed lest he fall.” He then goes on to a discussion of temp¬ 
tation, encouraging the faithful not to believe that they have been 
tempted any more than anyone else, for such a belief would itself be 
another form of spiritual pride. He then reminds them that God is 
faithful, and “he will not let you be tempted beyond your strength, but 
with the temptation will also provide the way to escape, that you may 
be able to endure it.” (I Corinthians 10:13) 

Paul does not demonstrate his observation by citing the gospel ac¬ 
counts of Jesus’ temptation, but we know how Jesus in fact both escaped 
and endured the subtle snares of the tempter. He recalled in every in- 
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stance the instruction of scripture, the teachings of an inherited faith to 
which he subordinated himself in his debates with the tempter. He 
didn't outfox or even outmaneuver Satan; he simply relied on those 
things he knew to be trustworthy and true, and therefore, because he 
had the big picture, he could not be intimidated by the tempting little 
scenario. Adam and Eve had nothing to fall back upon but their own 
ignorance and desires. Jesus is the model for addressing temptation, and 
Paul, by implication, supplies the formula for those who must every day 
deal with temptations that seem designed to move them farther and 
farther from God. 

It is Paul’s conviction that we are enabled to endure what we must 
bear, or, as our grandparents might have said, “God gives us burdens, 
and the strength to bear them.” This is a view out of fashion in our 
contemporary vision of ourselves as put-upon victims. We have been 
promised the pursuit of happiness, and yet these burdens and tempta¬ 
tions come to taunt us and to slow us down. They are more punishment 
than opportunity, and unless we are masochists, it is hard to see temp¬ 
tation or any other burden as a spiritually edifying exercise. 

The Bible, however, is not a product of the culture of happiness and 
personal satisfaction. Biblical religion is not an exercise in self- 
improvement and private therapy. The Bible is an account of people 
who in their sinful pride are confronted with a vision of holiness to 
which they then aspire and to which they are assisted by a holy and 
gracious God who spares nothing in the morally ambitious exercise of 
re-creating his own people in his own image by any means necessary. 
One of those means, implicit throughout all of scripture, and made 
explicit both in the accounts of the temptations of Jesus and in this 
discourse on temptation by Saint Paul, is the right and creative use of 
temptation itself. 

Yes, there is a right and creative use of temptation, for temptation is 
designed to show us what and whom we are up against, and what we 
can do about it. Like all testing, temptation is meant to strengthen us 
and build up our endurance; we are not meant to yield but to endure, 
and, indeed, to overcome. To remind us of this, Paul tells us that God 
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does not and will not tempt us beyond our endurance. So, if we feel 
we are tempted beyond what we can do or know, we are to explore 
beyond what we do or know to discover that about ourselves which God 
already knows and is calling into active service. The adventure of temp¬ 
tation is the adventure now of self-discovery, of learning more about self, 
and of learning more about God. 


Beating the Odds of Temptation 

In the gospel meetings of our youth, many of us used to sing an old 
hymn called ‘Yield Not to Temptation”: 

Yield not to temptation, for yielding is sin; 

Each vict’ry will help you some other to win; 

Fight manfully onward; dark passions subdue; 

Look ever to Jesus —He will carry you through. 

Ask the Saviour to help you, comfort, strengthen, and keep you; 

He is willing to aid you, He will carry you through. 

Most of us of a certain age associate that hymn with those rambunc- 
tiously hormonal years of our adolescence when our bodies were telling 
us things of which our Sunday school teachers and parents never dared 
speak. I think we thought it was all about sex and the subduing of those 
“dark passions,” for what else could temptation be about? After all, it 
was sex that got Adam and Eve into trouble in the first place, was it 
not? It is, I think, a sign of real spiritual maturity when one comes to 
the realization that temptation is about more than sex. Realizing that 
liberates the old hymn for a wider purpose than simply the preservation 
of teenaged evangelical chastity—itself, however, an admirable pur¬ 
pose—and we are able to realize that in the matter of temptation, as 
Saint Paul reminds us, God is faithful and does not allow us to be 
tempted beyond our endurance. 



The Bible and Temptation ( 283 

From this I take four points to help us in our temptations, all of which 
are derived from biblical principles and examples. These are: 

1. Name the temptation. 

2. Name the tempter. 

3. Practice resistance. 

4. Call for help. 

In naming the temptation we identify what it is that we are tempted 
to do; we are morally explicit so that we know exactly what it is we are 
talking about. When contemplating evil, it is always better to contem¬ 
plate evil in particular rather than in general. When we find ourselves 
caught in a moral dilemma, we should give that dilemma a name. Nam¬ 
ing it gives both it and our attempts to deal with it a reality and a focus. 

When we name the tempter we are also giving reality to the temp¬ 
tation, and we are making it clear that there is a force, a personality, a 
will outside and beyond us that is making an illegitimate claim upon 
us. So, if the temptation is infidelity to a spouse or partner, name the 
“other person” so that you realize that you are not consorting with an 
abstraction. Perhaps a better way of putting this is a call to unmask the 
delusion under which you are operating. You may justify your petty 
embezzlement from your thankless job because you are using the money 
to pay the medical bills of your sick mother, or you are putting your 
child through college, or you are even contributing to charity. The de¬ 
lusion is vour good end. To unmask it is to realize that you are stealing. 
The naked delusion may in fact help you to come to your senses. 

To practice resistance may seem so obvious as not to be worthy of 
inclusion in a discussion of how to overcome temptation, but because 
it is so obvious it is often overlooked, and its therapeutic values are lost. 
In the recovery of moral education that has been sweeping the country 
in recent years, we have discovered what the ancients always knew, and 
that is that virtue is a habit. It is not just a series of admonitions, ex¬ 
hortations, and a code of conduct. Virtue is all of that, but it is much, 
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much more. It is a habit, the accumulated and consistent practice of 
certain behaviors based upon certain beliefs. The chief of these beliefs 
is that the practice of virtue is a series of actions that, while unnatural 
at first, become, like brushing the teeth, what one does as a matter of 
course. Eventually the habit is so ingrained and established that it be¬ 
comes not only what one does, but indivisible from who one is. Moral 
training, like any other form of training —we can think of music and of 
athletics, for example —takes discipline to acquire. That discipline is 
designed to be experienced, tested, in the exceptions and not the rou¬ 
tines. Temptation is the exception in which the moral disciplines are 
designed to operate. The practice of resistance to that which is likely to 
tempt not only wards off that particular temptation but provides the 
means with which to resist other temptations as well. 

Finally, in the matter of temptation, again as Saint Paul reminds us, 
do not rely upon your own resources. “Therefore, let anyone who thinks 
that he stands take heed lest he fall.” This is the New Testament version 
of Proverbs 16:18, “Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit 
before a fall,” which is, of course, the ancestor of the secular aphorism, 
“Pride goeth before a fall.” Relying on one's own strength and under¬ 
standing in the matter of temptation, no matter how spiritually alert one 
is, is a recipe for disaster. So call for help. Talk about your temptation 
with one in whom you can confide —a friend, a colleague, your con¬ 
fessor, priest, pastor, or spiritual director. Most important, call on God 
for help, knowing that God has not sent you this temptation to taunt 
you but to strengthen you. Lay claim upon that promised strength. Prac¬ 
tice the art of divine dependence while exercising all of your graces and 
gifts. You will discover, as the ancients knew, that temptation is not 
simply the devil’s recreation, it is also for the faithful a school for the 
soul. Perhaps in this age obsessed with physical exercise and the cult of 
the health club, we should say that temptation is the gym of the soul, 
and the faithful take its benefits: dexterity, agility, strength, endurance, 
and the developing confidence of one who is now more and more able 
to give the devil a run for his money. 



CHAPTER I 4 


THE BIBLE AND WEALTH 


Drama in the Church 

A SK any group of people who has ever attended a Sunday service 
in a Protestant church what it considers to be the most exciting or 
dynamic part of that service, and while a few will say it is the sermon, 
most will answer, “The offering.” This is not because people generally 
like the offering or are inclined to natural generosity, but rather because 
in the structure of most public worship the offering appears to be the 
point of focus and dramatic intensity. Think about it. Except for the 
hymns, and in liturgical churches, the kneeling, the offering is the first 
time the people are actually asked to participate, or invited to do some¬ 
thing. There is movement in the aisles as ushers pass the plates, always 
an exciting diversion to children, and the liturgical tension is relaxed as 
people shift about. Often there is music accompanying the process, and 
then comes the climax: The music comes to a great crescendo before 
making a glitzy transition into a doxology, the congregation leaps up, 
and down the center aisle marches a procession of men and women 
carrying plates of cash. The ushers arrive at the front of the church — 
which has now become a theater —and with the audience on its feet, 
and at the crescendo, the plates are handed over to the minister, who 
in many traditions raises them up high over his head in the most dra¬ 
matic posture of the service, and then places them with great reverence 
on the altar or holy table. Music, minister, and people then settle down 
for whatever is to follow—sermon, prayers, or benediction, but it is clear 
to anyone with the slightest hint of show biz that the climactic moment 
has come and gone, and invariably will come again; and that it is all 
about money. 
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Given the primacy of the ceremonial act of the offertory, one would 
think that money and worship, among Protestants at least, is a congenial 
relationship, but we all know that is not necessarily the case. Money, in 
fact, among Christians is a bit like sex. We know we need it but we 
don’t like to make too much of it in public. Protestants have guilt com¬ 
plexes for every condition, and here is one that involves a conflict be¬ 
tween the allegedly spiritual dimensions of worship on the one hand 
and the unambiguously material dimensions of money on the other. 
There is the old aphorism that a too spiritual religion is of no earthly 
good, but there remains among middle-class Protestants the distinct 
sense of bad form as far as money and religion are concerned. 

This has never been a problem among black Christians. I remember 
very well the excitement of the offering in the little Bethel African Meth¬ 
odist Episcopal Church in Plymouth, Massachusetts, where I worshiped 
as a child fifty years ago. The custom of long standing in Bethel Church, 
and still in use in many rural African-American churches today, was for 
the congregation to take their gifts to the table at the front of the church, 
and thus there was even more movement and excitement than in those 
churches where the plate was passed among the people. Here the people 
got up while singing rousing hymns and made their way up front with 
their gifts in hand, and, wonder of wonders, the stewards counted it as 
the process continued. At the end of that procession, if the day’s finan¬ 
cial goal had not been achieved, the congregation would be asked to 
pass up front again, and so on until the desired goal was reached. The 
minister would say, “We need only fifteen more dollars. Who will stand 
up for Jesus and give him fifteen dollars?” The congregation would sing 
some more, the stewards would count some more, and only when it was 
settled would the doxology be sung and the prayer of thanksgiving of¬ 
fered. It was high theater for a child, with the whole congregation on 
view and in motion, the murmuring of the stewards as they counted, 
the relentless rhythm of the singing, and the anxious moments while 
awaiting the result. 

It was also the perfect example of what one of America’s most famous 
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black preachers. Father Divine, called “the art of tangibilitation.” From 
his Harlem “Heaven” in the 1930s, Father Divine would urge the 
throngs who attended his services to make their faith real by the reality 
of their gifts: "You got to learn how to tangibilitate!” he would thunder, 
and the people would bring their tangible gifts and lay them, New Tes¬ 
tament style, at his feet. The black church has never had a problem 
with the problem of the material, and it may be because the black 
church has had so little of the material goods of this world with which 
to have a problem. White Christians who visit black churches are often 
surprised and not a little shocked at the number of offerings given, and 
with the fine art of encouraging the people to generosity. It takes them 
some time to realize that in the black church the giving of money is 
not a necessar> f concession to the material needs of the people of God, 
but that rather it is the central drama in the act of worship. 

It is a question of what is nicely called stewardship, which in the 
church means the wise and prudent use of one’s resources. In theory, 
stewardship implies that one’s money is not really one’s own; one holds 
it in trust from God and for the benefit of others. As we used to sing in 
Sunday school: 


We give thee but thine own, 

Whate’er the gift may be; 

All that we have is thine alone, 

A trust, O Lord, from thee.' 

Though we may sing it, however, very few modern Christians actually 
believe it. Francis Ridley Havergal wrote the hymn much beloved of 
Episcopalians, “Take My Life, and Let It Be,” the fourth verse of which 
reads, “Take my silver and my gold, not a mite would I withhold,” and 
the thought of j. P. Morgan or August Belmont—or any other of the 
“Episcocrats,” as Kit and Frederica Konolige call them in their book on 
the Episcopalians as America’s ruling class—giving up their precious 
metal is enough to generate an undecorous guffaw. “God gave me my 
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money” is the famous remark of John D. Rockefeller, the wealthiest 
man in the country; and even those who might not have as much as he 
would have some sympathy with his point. 

The theory of stewardship has sound biblical foundations, as we shall 
see, but theory often runs afoul of practice and raises the irksome ques¬ 
tions of the relationship between money and virtue, between money and 
religion, between the material and the spiritual, and between faith and 
wealth. Every minister who has ever had to preach a stewardship ser¬ 
mon, or run an every-member canvass, or solicit funds for benevolences, 
missions, or building campaigns, knows the dis-ease in relationships with 
parishoners that comes when he or she must get down to cases and talk 
to the individual about questions of money; and every person who has 
ever endured one of these efforts knows the clammy feeling that comes 
at the prospect of having to face these money questions. Our inhibitions 
in talking about money stem in part from the fear that we will somehow 
be manipulated into doing something we would rather not do or cannot 
afford to do, or that we will be made somehow to feel guilty because 
we are unable or unwilling to respond at the level that we are asked. 

This is Benjamin Franklin’s famous experience, of which he speaks 
in his autobiography, when he went to hear the famous evangelist 
George Whitefield preach in Philadelphia. It was said that Whitefield 
could make grown men cry with the mere pronunciation of the word 
Mesopotamia, and Whitefield on this occasion was soliciting funds for 
his orphanage in Georgia. Franklin was determined to resist his appeals. 
In Franklin’s words, 

I happened soon after to attend one of his sermons, in the course 
of which I perceived he intended to finish with a collection, and 
I silently resolved he should get nothing from me. I had in my 
pocket a handful of copper money, three or four silver dollars, and 
five pistoles in gold. As he proceeded I began to soften and con¬ 
cluded to give the coppers. Another stroke of his oratory made me 
ashamed of that and determined me to give the silver; and he 
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finished so admirably that I emptied my pocket wholly into the 
collector's dish, gold and all. 1 

Would that all sermons had that effect but they do not, and the prob¬ 
lem of wealth, and the appropriate obligations of the believer in regard 
to faith and money, is one of the persistent problems of the age, which, 
in this most materialistic of times and with most spiritually ambitious 
people, is a problem that really ought to be addressed. Quite rightly we 
may ask whether in the Bible there is any guidance on the question of 
wealth and faith. 


What Does the Bible Say About Wealth? 

Perhaps this question should have been taken up in the previous section 
on hard texts, for much of what the Bible has to say about wealth, riches, 
money, or earthly treasure is not what many Christians, no matter how 
kindly disposed to charity and philanthropy, want to hear. A case in 
point is an invitation that I accepted some years ago, to spend a weekend 
with some very wealthy Christian businessmen in Texas. They wished 
to discuss the relationship between faith and wealth, and they asked me 
to take up with them some of the passages in the New Testament where 
the subject of wealth is considered. They were particularly interested in 
the views of Jesus. 

I could have taken up with them the story of Zacchaeus, in Luke 
19:1-10. He was the chief tax collector, he was short, and he was rich, 
and Jesus dined with him and received much criticism for doing so. 
Zacchaeus repented of his sins and offered fourfold restitution to those 
whom he had cheated, and half of his estate he determined to give to 
the poor. Jesus celebrates his change of heart and life, and, most im¬ 
portant, allows him to keep half of his fortune. 

I could have pointed out, also, that it was a wealthy man, Joseph of 
Arimathea, who provided Jesus with his tomb and in the gospels is justly 



29O ) THE TRUE AND LIVELY WORD 

praised for this act of charity. We read of him in Luke 23:50-56. Then, 
of course, there is the instance in which Jesus does not rebuke the 
woman who anoints him with a very costly ointment, seeming to ap¬ 
prove of such extravagance despite the objections of the disciples. In 
Matthew 26:6-13, he not only declines to rebuke her but commends her 
gesture with the memorable words, “Truly I say to you, wherever this 
gospel is preached in the whole world, what she has done will be told 
in memory of her.” The parallel passage in Mark 14:3-9 tells the same 
tale. The economic dimension of the anointing, of which much is made 
in Mark and in Matthew, is absent from Luke’s account (7:36-50), 
where the woman anoints Jesus’ feet with her tears and dries them with 
her hair. Her sins are forgiven her. 


A Perfect Candidate 

What the Texas businessmen wanted to hear about, however, was the 
rich young ruler found in Luke 18:18-30, with parallel stories in Matthew 
19:16-30 and in Mark 10:17-27. The elements of the story are painfully 
clear: The rich ruler asks Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. 
The question is interesting, but even more interesting is the one who 
asks it. Here is a man —he would have to be a man in order to be 
described as a ruler —who is a member of the establishment or ruling 
class. He has position and authority, and he is quite a change from the 
usual rag-tag sort of follower whom Jesus attracted. He is just the sort 
of person that any modern church would seek out and grab at the coffee 
hour, somebody who is somebody and who can possibly make a differ¬ 
ence. And he is rich. This is not just a metaphor. He is, as they say, 
really rich. He, in short, has much to offer. 

He is interested as well in spiritual things. He asks the ultimate ques¬ 
tion of Jesus: What shall I do to inherit eternal life? In Matthew the 
request is made more specific when he asks, “What good deed must I 
do?" Here is a man eager for righteousness. We learn more of this rich 
ruler when Jesus asks him if he knows and has kept the commandments, 
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the whole moral law. The answer is as pleasing as everything else about 
this man: “1 have observed them from my youth.” (Mark 10:20). This is 
not someone looking for an easy ride into heaven; he knows and has 
lived the good life, the virtuous life, if you will. He knows the rules and 
he has lived his life by them, and Jesus approved. How do we know 
this? Because Mark says, “And Jesus looking upon him loved him.” Only 
Mark contains this phrase of love, and it places the stamp of Jesus’ 
affection upon an already very impressive man. 

“One thing you lack; go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, 
and vou will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” Here is 
the answer to rich young ruler’s question, which comes in the form of 
an invitation to discipleship. As we know, the young man declined the 
invitation. ‘‘At that saying,” Mark writes, “his countenance fell, and he 
went away sorrowful; for he had great possessions.” (Mark 10:22) After a 
moment of silence, two questions nearly always follow the hearing of 
this story. The first is “Why didn’t Jesus take him just as he was, which 
w as very good indeed by the usual standards of discipleship?” The sec¬ 
ond is “Why did the young man fail to accept the invitation of an eternal 
lifetime, w hich he had so earnestly sought?” If this rich and righteous 
ruler isn’t good enough for the kingdom of heaven, then who is? The 
disciples themselves ask that question, knowing that they do not com¬ 
pare so well with the one who got away. 

The temptation is always strong to seek out some moral flaw, some 
hitherto concealed blemish on the character of the rich ruler, but the 
text does not permit us this conclusion. Both he and Jesus knew that 
he was good, and we are meant to know that as well. He was good, but 
not good enough. This doesn’t mean necessarily that he lacked faith in 
Jesus; we assume that he placed sufficient faith in Jesus at the outset to 
ask the fundamental question that begins the conversation. We can only 
conclude that he lacked sufficient faith in himself to contemplate a life 
without those things by which he has been sustained in his life: his 
riches. “His countenance fell,” we are told, upon hearing Jesus’ expec¬ 
tation that he would divest himself of all that he had, and that he would 
follow Jesus as a disciple. He recognized what was being asked, he cal- 
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culated the expectation, and he didn’t dare take the risk. He may even 
have known that he had made the wrong choice, but he also knew that 
it was the only choice that he could make. Perhaps it was that moment 
of enlightened realization of his own limitations, that freeze-frame mo¬ 
ment of self-truth, that caused his face to fall. He went away sorrowful, 
Mark goes on; and the explanation given for why he was sorrowful, is 
“for he had great possessions.” 

Why didn’t Jesus take him? Possibly because Jesus knew that the pos¬ 
sessions would get in the way, that in some sense the rich young ruler 
was possessed by his possessions, not in an obsessive way but in a way 
that would be difficult to disentangle. Jesus does not condemn the man’s 
wealth. He does not deny his legitimate possession of it. The wealth in 
the story is morally neutral. The test of the man’s loyalty and sincerity 
is his willingness to give up even his legitimate wealth, not ill-gotten 
gains like those of Zacchaeus, in order to take up with Jesus. Indeed, it 
may well have been that the man’s virtues and wealth were in some 
sense hindrances to accepting Jesus’ invitation, for moral security at 
times can be like financial security in that it can contribute to a sense 
of smugness and self-satisfaction. Although we must take the rich ruler’s 
question of Jesus at face value and respond to it as Jesus did, as a genuine 
interest in eternal life, the ultimate test of virtue is to have it challenged 
and risk the loss of it. To give up moral and social security to follow 
Jesus is a risk less likely the more virtuous you desire to be. Jesus perhaps 
knew this, and gave the ruler a way out by making it impossible for him 
to come in. 

We really cannot speculate about the motivations of Jesus or of the 
rich ruler, but in the following verses we do not need to speculate, for 
in explaining to the disciples what has just happened, Jesus makes it 
fairly clear: “How hard it will be for those with riches to enter the 
kingdom of God.” (Mark 10:24). ^ that were not clear enough, he offers 
one of the most vivid figures in all of the Bible: “It is easier for a camel 
to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the 
kingdom of God.” (Mark 10:25) The impediment is clear: riches. In case 
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my Texas friends hadn’t yet quite caught it, which was possible, as I 
doubted that this text had been much expounded upon from the pulpits 
of manv of their churches, I put it this way: Wealth is not a sin, but it 
is a problem. 

It is not a problem only in this particularly vivid story, but it is prob¬ 
lematic throughout all of scripture. Here is where one of W. C. Fields’s 
loopholes would come in handy, for it is not very easy to avoid the 
problematic relationship in the Bible between faith and wealth. It is not 
as if there is a biblical view on wealth; there really could not be a 
systematized philosophy of economy in the Bible, for this is after all a 
collection of books written over the course of a thousand years under 
widely diverging social and economic circumstances. The problem of 
wealth is common to them all, but the variety of ways in which wealth 
is addressed requires more than the simpleminded statement that the 
Bible either is for it or against it. In certain parts of the Bible, for ex¬ 
ample, wealth and riches are signs of God’s approval and blessing: “You 
shall remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you power to 
get wealth.” (Deuteronomy 8:18) In I Chronicles 29:12, “Both riches and 
honor come from thee, and thou rulest over all.” In Ecclesiastes 10:19, 
we read that “bread is made for laughter, and wine gladdens life, and 
money answers everything.” Among the blessings God bestowed upon 
Solomon, in addition to his reputation for wisdom, was the great wealth 
that made him so easily admired. In Psalm 112: 1, 3, we read, “Blessed 
is the man who fears the Lord, who greatly delights in his command¬ 
ments . . . Wealth and riches are in his house; and his righteousness 
endures for ever.” 

In the New' Testament Jesus himself teaches a hard lesson in the 
advantages of investments over savings when, in the parable of the tal¬ 
ents in Matthew 25:14-30, he excoriates the man who hid his talent in 
the ground and did not put it out to collect interest. “So take the talent 
from him and give it to him who has the ten talents.” Then, in probably 
one of the most frightening verses in the Bible, he says, “For to every 
one who has will more be given, and he will have abundance; but from 
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him who has not, even what he has will be taken away.” (Matthew 
25:29) This is certainly an exercise in the redistribution of wealth, but 
not in quite the way we have come to expect, or to expect of Jesus. 

These verses of course do not tell the whole story, and one of the 
least likely places to look in the search for verses sharply critical of 
wealth is Psalms, that collection of hymns and poems which to many 
is the most loved book in the Bible because it appears to be so free of 
doctrine. The tone of many of the psalms, however, is sharply critical 
of establishments, the combination of the wealthy and the powerful, 
those syndicates who prosper in their wicked ways while the faithful 
remain poor and have a hard time of it. There is a high degree of 
economic envy, even anger, in these psalms, and high hopes of spiritual 
vengeance and turning of the tables. Psalm 73 is perhaps the most vivid 
example of this kind of economic class warfare, and it is in the “sanc¬ 
tuary of God,” at verse 17, that the pious worm begins to turn. At verse 
3, the condition of the psalmist is made very clear: “For 1 was envious 
of the arrogant, when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.” A familiar 
theme is introduced in this particular psalm which occurs again and 
again throughout both the Psalter and the Old Testament: the associa¬ 
tion of prosperity with wickedness. The virtuous are by definition under 
this rubric virtuous, and the wicked prosper because they have cheated 
the poor and have no conscience to convict them. They thus enjoy their 
ill-gotten gains without guilt. “For they have no pangs; their bodies are 
round and sleek. They are not in trouble as other men are; they are not 
stricken like other men.” (Psalm 73:4-5). “Other men,” of course, mean¬ 
ing the likes of the virtuous psalmist. As if to make the case for moral 
compensation in the face of material deprivation, Psalm 37:16 says, “Bet¬ 
ter is a little that the righteous has than the abundance of many wicked.” 
The same theme appears again in Psalm 49:5-6, where the psalmist 
asks, “Why should 1 fear in times of trouble, when the iniquity of my 
persecutors surrounds me, men who trust in their wealth and boast of 
the abundance of their riches?” 

In a rebuke to the mighty man who would boast, Psalm 52: 1,5-7 asks, 
“Why do you boast, O mighty man, of mischief done against the godly? 



. . . God will break you dow n forever; he will snatch and tear you from 
your tent; he will uproot you from the land of the living. The righteous 
shall see. and fear, and shall laugh at him, saying, ‘See the man who 
would not make God his refuge, but trusted in the abundance of his 
riches, and sought refuge in his wealth!’ ” 

The psalms may be full of consolation, but the consolation is often 
recompense against the sense of injustice often expressed in terms of 
justice and power, and couched in the language of anger and violent 
vengence. 

In the New Testament we have the revolutionary line in the Mag¬ 
nificat, where gentle Mary, overwhelmed by the Holy Spirit’s news that 
she will have a child, sings to the Lord, who among many other things 
“has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent empty 
away.” (Luke 1:53.) There can be no question about the redistribution 
of wealth here. Those who have it will lose it; those who have it not 
w ill get it. Jesus says that you cannot serve God and Mammon, meaning 
that the spiritual and the material are mutually exclusive (Matthew 
6:24), and his parable about Dives and Lazarus —the rich man who had 
everything on earth and nothing in the next life, and the poor man who 
on earth suffered and in heaven feasted —is well known, and it is clear 
that the story favors earthly deprivation over earthly wealth. 

The epistles are no less reassuring, and from the First Epistle to Tim¬ 
othy comes perhaps the most famous verse on money in the Bible, 
although it is frequently misquoted; “Those who desire to be rich fall 
into tempation, into a snare, into many senseless and hurtful desires that 
plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is the root 
of all evil; it is through this craving that some have wandered away from 
the faith and pierced their hearts with many pangs.” (I Timothy 6:9-10) 

In case the rich don’t get it, Martin Luther’s least favorite epistle, that 
of James, which Luther called a “gospel of straw” and inferior to the 
rest of the New Testament, reads: “Come now, you rich, weep and howl 
for the miseries that are coming upon you. Your riches have rotted and 
your garments are motheaten. Your gold and silver have rusted, and 
their rust will be evidence against you and will eat your flesh like fire. 
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You have laid up treasure for the last days.” (James 5:1-3) This last verse 
also applies to the scene outside the place in which the last rites of the 
church were said for the fabulously wealthy Aristotle Onassis. His super¬ 
rich friends all gathered about after the funeral, and the chief specula¬ 
tion was how much he had and who had got it. One exchange went 
like this: “How much did he leave?” The anwer? “Everything; he left 
everything.” Wealth is not a sin, but for the living Christian who is 
interested in wealth, it is a problem. 


What Does Jesus Have to Say? 

In many churches at the time of the offering, it is the custom of the 
minister to read “offertory sentences,” phrases from scripture that lay 
upon the people the sanction of the Bible as encouragement in their 
giving. While it is very important liturgically to remember that in eu- 
charistically centered churches the offertory is the time in which the 
gifts of bread and wine are offered as gifts from God to the people, it 
has become a habit of long standing, particularly in American churches, 
to see the offertory as the offerings of the people for the work of God. 
These gifts were originally the “alms and oblations” for the relief of the 
poor, based on the theory that those who receive the gifts of God in the 
Eucharist have an obligation also to give support to the worldly neces¬ 
sities of their less well-off brothers and sisters. In certain branches of 
Protestantism, such as the so-called free churches with strong congre¬ 
gational low-church traditions, this practice on those Sundays where 
Communion was a part of the morning service resulted in two offerings. 
This was the case in my Baptist church, where the regular offering 
consisted of tithes and pledges for the support of the work of the church, 
and at the Communion a separate offering was received for the support 
of the poor and the needy. The first offering was administered by the 
trustees, the business side, as it were, while the second was administered 
by the deacons, who with the pastor saw to the spiritual side of the 
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church. Todav, however, most churches make do with one offering, 
w hich mav be put to various uses. 

The offertory sentences in the Book of Common Prayer (1979) in¬ 
clude these words of Jesus from Matthew 6:19-21, “Do not lay up for 
vourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where 
thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, 
where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break 
in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” 
This teaching on the futility' of earthly materialism occurs early in Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount, his most systematic teaching, where it comes 
shortly after the Lord’s Prayer and is painfully explicit. Neither a parable 
nor an aphorism, it is a clear and direct command: Do not accumulate 
earthly wealth, which is subject to the vagaries of the human experience 
and is at best only temporary. Invest in heaven, which is eternal. 

The burden of this text, however, rests not simply on the comparison 
between the temporary and the permanent, the instability of earth com¬ 
pared to the utter reliability of heaven, but rather on the place of human 
affection: “For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” 
Jesus is not necessarily against earthly treasure, but he is against the 
seductions and illusions by which humans are tempted to worship only 
that which they can see and quantify. This is perhaps the ultimate prob¬ 
lem with the rich ruler—not that he is wicked but that he is subject to 
the tyranny of that which he sees and knows. For Jesus, if you have the 
right kind of treasure, spiritual treasure, your heart will follow. Riches 
deceive and seduce fallible human beings. Riches themselves are neu¬ 
tral, but the effect they have is destructive on those who have them or 
who seek after them. If Jesus can be said to have a policy on wealth, 
this is it. Those who do not believe this are already lost to the kingdom 
of heaven; a painful example of this is the rich, but sorrowful, young 
ruler. 

It is possible to gather from the gospels what may be regarded as Jesus’ 
principles concerning wealth. Nowhere are these listed as such, but 
taking into account the social circumstances of the healing stories, the 
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miracles, and the parables, and the explicit teachings ascribed to Jesus 
in the synoptic gospels and the gospel of John, it is possible to construct 
a view of wealth that is consistent with the implications of the story of 
the rich ruler, and with the explicit instruction not to gather up worldly 
wealth. 


Rich Is Not Necessarily Bad 

First, Jesus does not regard the possession of wealth as in itself unlawful. 
Those who have wealth are not by definition sinful, and he does not, 
as do some of the psalmists, assume that prosperity equals wickedness. 
In fact, he employs the wise use of money to make moral points, as with 
the parable of the talents in Matthew 25:14-30, the parable of the pounds 
in Luke 19:12-27, and the parable of the unjust steward in Luke 16:1-8. 
In the story of his encounter with the rich tax collector in Luke 19:2, 
Jesus does not condemn the wealth of Zacchaeus, even though it is ill- 
gotten. He does not command that Zacchaeus divest himself of his for¬ 
tune, and when Zacchaeus does so in an act of repentance and 
restitution, Jesus does not require that he give up such wealth as may 
still be left to him. 


Wealth Is a Gift and Not a Reward 

Second, for Jesus, as for much of the Old Testament, wealth is a gift of 
God, not necessarily a reward but a gift nevertheless. Indeed, it may 
even be said that the wealth is God’s, and is only loaned to the one 
who takes its benefit on earth. “What we need the Lord will provide” 
is the substance of this particular view of wealth. The provisions of God 
are surety against the anxiety of human beings. In Luke 12:22-31, Jesus 
invokes the famous invitation to “consider the lilies of the field, how 
they grow; they toil not neither do they spin,” which is usually used as 
a text against materialism. I have used it frequently in this way myself, 
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and such use is of course justified by the invitation that appears a few 
verses following, to "sell your possessions and give alms,” a version of 
laving up treasure in heaven rather than on earth. As far as earth is 
concerned, however, the reason that the faithful are not to worry is that 
the Lord will provide what they need. Do not be anxious for food, drink, 
or clothing. Seek the kingdom, Jesus says, and “these things shall be 
yours as well.” (Luke 12:31) 


Wealth Is a Means and Not an End 

Wealth, for Jesus, is a subordinate good, a means rather than an end. 
The trick to moral, faithful living is not to confuse means with ends and 
not to be deluded by the tangible as a substitute for the imperishable. 
Upon those who have wealth there is a burden of responsibility to use 
it wisely and not only for themselves. In fact, how one uses wealth in 
this life will have significant consequences in the life to come, and that 
is important because the life to come lasts longer than this one. Thus 
in the parable of Dives and Lazarus in Luke 16:19-21, Dives, the rich 
man who feasted sumptuously and arrayed himself in purple, had no 
sense of philanthropy to the poor man at his gates, Lazarus. He, in 
assuming that his earthly riches and power were his and permanent, 
failed to exercise a just stewardship of that which God had only loaned 
him. When he died he went to Hades, and Lazarus, miserable in this 
life, went to heaven. Dives from Hades asks Abraham, in whose bosom 
Lazarus now rejoices, to help him out of his torment. The answer is 
chilling: “Son,” says Abraham, speaking to Dives, “remember that you 
in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner 
evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish.” As 
if that were not enough, Abraham goes on to say, “And besides all this, 
between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those 
who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross 
from there to us.” (Luke 16:24-26) Of Dives, who was rich in the things 
of this world but did not use them wisely or acknowledge from whom 
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they came, we can summarize in the words of an old storefront preacher: 
“He had it, he ’bused it, he lost it, and he won’t never get it back.” 


Wealth Is an Obligation to the Law 

Wealth, for Jesus, imposes an obligation upon its use, and a moral re¬ 
sponsibility in acquiring and maintaining it. The one who is wealthy is 
all the more subordinate to the summary of the law that in Matthew 
22:37-39 speaks of love of God and love of neighbor. The wealthy must 
be generous in proportion to their wealth. This is the basis of the neg¬ 
ative comparison between the poor widow in Luke 21:1-4 il,1( l the rich. 
The widow’s mite represented all that she had, and thus her two copper 
coins represented infinitely more of a sacrifice than the alms of the rich 
who “contributed out of their abundance.” The principle of stewardship 
always to be applied is the familiar one: to whom much is given much 
is expected. Giving in this sense of expectation is not optional, it is the 
requirement of wealth. Such giving, however, is not to be ostentatious 
nor is it to be done to warrant praise or earthly pleasure. “Beware of 
practicing your piety before men in order to be seen by them; for then 
you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven.” This 
requirement of modest generosity certainly goes against all of the prin¬ 
ciples of modern philanthropy, but this is, after all, yet another hard 
text. What follows is even harder: “Thus when you give alms, sound no 
trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the 
streets, that they may be praised by men. . . . But when you give alms, 
do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that 
your alms may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will 
reward you.” (Matthew 6:1-4) 
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What You See Is All You Get 

Jesus is not opposed to wealth. He does not regard wealth in and of 
itself as a sin, but it is a problem both for those who have it and for 
those who want it. In Luke 6:24-25 Jesus says, “But woe to you that are 
rich, for you have received your consolation. Woe to you that are full 
now, for vou shall hunger.” These “woes,” or curses, are not pronounced 
because the rich are rich, but because the rich have been deluded by 
the notion that what they have makes them rich. They have been over¬ 
whelmed by the illusory power of their possessions, and doubtless in 
their efforts to gain their wealth, keep their wealth, exercise their wealth, 
and add to their wealth, they have been tempted much in sin by taking 
moral shortcuts and by neglecting their obligations to neighbor, to fam- 
ilv, and to God. Their wealth has given them temporary advantage in 
this life but in their heart of hearts, with the example of rich man Dives 
before them, they realize that it is all temporary and they seek to devise 
more and more clever ways of securing their wealth against the dreadful 
days when they must leave it. 

They seek its immortality through ingenious economic devices and 
in earthly monuments and institutions, as well as in the imposed burden 
of gratitude upon their heirs and beneficiaries. Meanwhile, in this life, 
their wealth gives them much power, some pleasure, and a great deal 
of anxiety. Their reward or “consolation,” as Jesus puts it, is also their 
punishment: What they see and have is all they can see or will ever get. 
In the language of business they have mortgaged the future for the 
present, the invisible for the visible, and the spiritual for the material. 
In summary, Jesus is harsh with the rich because they could have so 
much more if they made better, that is, spiritual, use of what they have. 
Jesus does not so much condemn as pity the rich, and the only way to 
be sure they will not be deluded by their riches is to invite them to give 
the riches up and follow him. Any other way is fraught with moral risk. 
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Are the Poor Morally Superior to the Rich? 

One certainly could come to the conclusion upon reading the Bible, 
particularly the Psalms and the New Testament, that God in general 
and Jesus in particular prefer the poor to the rich. Not only does it 
appear that the gospel has “a preferential option for the poor,” in the 
language of Roman Catholic social theory, but that God has a negative 
disposition toward the rich. This is indeed a hard conclusion for a West¬ 
ern Christianity whose chief evidence of its existence in the world is its 
wealth and the seeming devotion to wealth on the part of its adherents. 
Why this is so is explained in Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, first published in German in 1905, and trans¬ 
lated into English in 1930 by Talcott Parsons. In seeking to know why 
capitalism flourished in the West and not in other parts of the world 
where there were also large resources and educated classes, Weber be¬ 
came fascinated with Protestantism, and particularly with Calvinism 
with its sense of an earthly calling as a divine enterprise in which in¬ 
dustry would be visibly rewarded by God as material success. The harder 
one worked, the more one achieved; the more one achieved, the more 
were revealed the blessings and the approval of God. 

Thus, in an extraordinary reversal of the social implications of the 
teachings of Jesus as revealed in the New Testament, wealth became 
the sign of holiness, and holiness the reward of wealth. Somehow the 
“plain sense of scripture,” so beloved by the Protestants of the reformed 
tradition, was, at least in economic matters, turned on its head, with 
spectacular results in the West, at least for this life. The dilemma, of 
course, is how Christians —the poorest of whom are, for example, in a 
country like the United States certainly rich by the standards of the 
world, and have a keen interest in becoming richer, or as rich as pos¬ 
sible-read the Bible, with its generally censorious tone about riches. If 
there is, as Abraham says in the story of Dives and Lazarus, “a wide gulf 
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fixed" between those poor who are rich spiritually and those earthly rich 
who are spiritually poor, where is the good news to be found? 


Anxiety and Charity 

Historically, most Protestants in the West, particularly in the United 
States but certainly also in England, have simply refused to accept that 
w hat Jesus and the New Testament have to say about wealth has any¬ 
thing to do with them. So thoroughly have they adopted as their own 
the "wealth as blessing” concept as an inheritance from Calvinism, and 
so difficult is it to account for earthly success as anything other than 
God's direct blessing upon the individual, the church, and the state, 
that to suggest otherwise is either heresy or treason, or both. It should 
hardly surprise anyone that the only successful heresy trial in the Epis¬ 
copal Church in the United States occurred in the 1920s when a priest 
in Holy Orders suggested with the specter of Bolshevik Russia clearly in 
mind, that world socialism would render the church irrelevant because 
it was a closer approximation to the teachings of Jesus and the New 
Testament. He was promptly defrocked from a church that was horrified 
to think of Jesus as a socialist. 

One of the leading laymen of that church, George F. Baer, president 
of the Philadelphia & Reading Coal Company, in defending God’s in¬ 
terests in capitalism against the claims of labor during a strike in 1901, 
said, “The rights and interests of the laboring man will be protected and 
cared for —not by the labor agitators, but by men to whom God in his 
infinite wisdom has given the control of the property interests of the 
country , and upon the successful management of which so much de¬ 
pends.” 5 A few years later, in 1907, Bishop Robert L. Paddock, an “Ep- 
iscocrat” bishop in no danger of defrocking because of socialist 
tendencies, preached in New York on the gospel of wealth: “He calls 
some men to make money, a million it may be in one case, a thousand 
in another. Whatever the difference may be between the men who make 
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these sums is God-given, and the million men should realize that fact 
and live accordingly.”* 

Squaring these views with those of the New Testament, a problem, I 
might add, not peculiar to Episcopalians but very much a part of the 
religious Faith=Wealth culture of much of American Protestantism, 
takes a great deal of hermenutical energy, and it is very hard for many 
to accept Jesus premise that the good life is not this life. As Thomas 
Linacre (1460-1524) is reported to have said upon first reading the gos¬ 
pels in an early vernacular translation at a late age in life, “Either this 
is not the gospel, or we are not Christians.” 

In his book English Philanthropy, 1660-1960, the late historian David 
Owen 5 traces the origins of modern philanthropy to the biblical injunc¬ 
tions to charity and works of mercy incumbent upon all Christians, but 
particularly upon those of means. By the period under Owen’s consid¬ 
eration, philanthropy could claim as its motivating factors civic, human¬ 
itarian, and personal satisfaction and the desire to improve and to “leave 
something behind.” For many Christians, however, the motivation 
to good works lay in the desire not only to improve the lot of one’s 
fellows but to alleviate somewhat at least the burden of wealth of which 
Jesus spoke in the gospels with such unambiguous clarity. One such 
eighteenth-century Christian cited by Owen, Robert Nelson, in “An Ad¬ 
dress to Persons of Quality and Estate,” defined charity as “sort of re¬ 
storing that proportion of wealth which does not belong to you. If in 
fact you do not do good with your riches you use them contrary to the 
intention of God who is the absolute master of them.” 

Medieval charity often involved good works toward the poor by means 
of hospitals, almshouses, charity schools, and the provision of food and 
drink at certain seasons of the year by the rich benefactor, through 
means of what we would today call a charitable trust, provided that the 
beneficiaries would offer a certain number of prayers for the repose of 
the dead benefactor’s soul, in the belief that God was more partial to 
the prayers of the poor than to those of the rich. Charity and anxiety 
thus are linked, as we know from the Victorian hymn beloved at Epiph- 
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am , "Brightest and Best of the Sons of the Morning,” in which the rich 
gifts of the Magi are denigrated in favor of the prayers of the poor: 

Vainly we offer each ample oblation. 

Vainly with gifts would his favor secure; 

Richer by far is the heart’s adoration. 

Dearer to God are the prayers of the poor . 6 

Not even one, of course, shares this view. Lady Thatcher, while prime 
minister and in the heyday of her fame as the Iron Lady at war with 
the decaying welfare state that was socialist Britain in the early 1980s, 
gave one of her rare sermons, during a noontime Lenten series in a 
London church. She preached on the Good Samaritan, and remarked 
that while everybody pays much attention to the charity of the Samaritan 
toward the man beaten on the Jericho Road, she thought that some 
attention should be paid to the fact that the Samaritan had the means 
to pay the charges at the inn for the man, and did not expect that he 
should be put up for nothing. The ability and the obligation to pay 
should not be minimized in a story that can easily get treacly with 
sentiment. 

The impulse to charity is not necessarily a direct line to anxiety or to 
guilt. Isabella Stewart Gardner, of Boston, Massachusetts, when asked 
at the turn of the century to contribute to the Boston Charitable Eye 
and Ear Infirmary, declined to do so on the grounds that there was 
neither a charitable eye nor a charitable ear in the city, which regarded 
her as something of a femme fatale. 

Despite Lady Thatcher and Mrs. Gardner, however, the problem of 
wealth for Christians who seek to take the Bible seriously and yet take 
responsibility for life in the material world seriously as well may be 
addressed by giving consideration to the concepts of charity, philan¬ 
thropy, and stewardship. 
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Money Talks 

Money talks, and we as Christians must talk about it, overcoming that 
unbecoming squeamishness that only gets in the way. Neither money 
nor talk about it is vulgar; what is vulgar is that artificial gentility that 
suggests that it is. The word charity , alas, has both an old-fashioned and 
condescending ring to it. Its secure place in the English Bible, where 
it is most memorably found in Saint Paul’s hymn in I Corinthians 13, 
was displaced by the more modern substitution of love. So, where since 
1611 English Christians heard, “Though I speak in the tongues of men 
and of angels and have not charity . . .” they have for most of the twen¬ 
tieth century heard “love” in its place. This change, meant more ac¬ 
curately to portray Paul’s meaning in his use of the Greek word agape 
in I Corinthians 1, suffers in the late twentieth century’s confusion of 
the English word love with sentimentality and sexual feeling. People 
glaze over when they hear the “love” chapter as part of the liturgical 
decor of endless wedding ceremonies, and to recapture their attention 
I often revert to the older “charity,” which of course means work that 
proceeds from the heart, the seat not only of the emotions but of rational 
and responsible feeling. Acts of charity thus are those that proceed from 
the responsible heart. They are actions that proceed from an attitude. 
They are, as we could say, outward and visible signs of an inward and 
spiritual dimension. 

Charity is what is done for others because of what has been done for 
us. Because the Christian has been from creation onward the object of 
God’s charity, the Christian is obliged to translate that into a care and 
concern for the neighbor, the orphan, the alien, the stranger, and all 
those in need. Charity is an obligation on the part of the Christian, but 
charity cannot be “earned” by those who receive it, and thus the Vic¬ 
torian concept of the “deserving poor” is contrary to the spirit of Chris¬ 
tian charity, as, in its first impulse, charity is not a response to the 
condition of the neighbor, but to what God has done for us. Charity is 



enjoined upon each of us, not simply upon the rich, or upon those who 
can be said to be able to afford it. The widow’s mite is a telling moral 
of Jesus' that charity does not proceed from abundance or from surplus 
giving but rather from one’s proportionate ability to respond to the need. 
Just as God does not restrict divine charity to the rich but blesses rich 
and poor alike, neither are the poor exempted from acts of charity; and 
it is certainlv expected of the rich. It is to this responsibility for good 
works that Paul speaks when in II Corinthians he writes: 

Each one must do as he has made up his mind, not reluctantly or 
under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able 
to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that you may 
always have enough of everything and may provide an abundance 
for even good work. (II Corinthians 9:7-8) 

The concept of philanthropy is closely akin to that of charity, and 
means “the spirit of active goodwill toward others as demonstrated in 
efforts to promote their welfare.” Alas, while charity has retained some¬ 
thing of its private, interpersonal character, philanthropy has assumed 
an almost exclusively institutional personality, and is often confused with 
“fund-raising” or “development” or “institutional advancement.” The 
word, however, means “love to mankind,” and works of philanthropy 
proceed not from necessity but from love. Personal philanthropy is so 
easily lost in the large corporate culture of philanthropy, in the large 
foundations, social service agencies, and the government, that the per¬ 
sonal investment in good works is often lost. Or worse, the view obtains 
that only the rich can be philanthropists, thus absolving most ordinary 
people from their charitable responsibilities and depriving them along 
the way of their philanthropic opportunity. 

At the 1996 Harvard Commencement this lost dimension of philan¬ 
thropy was recovered in the awarding of an honorary degree to Oseola 
McCarty, a black laundress from Mississippi who scrimped and saved 
from always meager resources to provide a scholarship of $300,000 to 
the local historically black college, so that she might help someone. 
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Honored just before Miss McCarty was perhaps America’s most gener¬ 
ous philanthropist, Walter Annenberg, whose benefactions to American 
higher and secondary education are the largest ever given by one indi¬ 
vidual. When it came time to present the honorary degree to Miss 
McCarty in the wake of Ambassador Annenberg’s, the university marshal 
began, “Mr. President, we have with us today another philanthro¬ 
pist ..The choice of words was deliberate; and more than her gift, 
Oseola McCarty has given new life to the notion that philanthropy pro¬ 
ceeds not from great resources, or in response to great need, but out of 
great love. 

Stewardship is the word these days with which the Christian com¬ 
munity speaks of charity and philanthropy. It is an important word and 
concept, for the very word steward makes it clear that we are but tem¬ 
porary custodians of that which is another’s, and that because it is not 
ours but another’s we must therefore be prudent and responsible in its 
administration. Stewardship then is an action of trust that becomes the 
means by which philanthropy is practiced upon the impulse of love. 
Christian stewardship has long adopted the Hebrew notion of the tithe 
as the basis for its allocation of resources to the works of charity and the 
church. Ten percent of what one has “belongs to the Lord,’’ and is 
therefore meant to be returned. The first mention of the concept of the 
tithe or tenth occurs in Genesis 14:17-20, and the next reference is found 
in Genesis 28:18-22, where Jacob promises to God “. . . of all that thou 
givest me I will give the tenth to thee.” Early in Christian times the 
tithe was extended to include all income including money, and by Au¬ 
gustine’s time the tithe was understood to be an acceptable though min¬ 
imum standard of giving for Christians, mindful that Jesus had told the 
rich ruler to give “all,” and that Ananias and Sapphira, the less-than- 
forthcoming Christian couple in the communal church, had been 
struck down by God for lying about the amount of money they had to 
give to the apostles. 
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A New Concept of Wealth 

Wealth is usually understood to be necessary for the undisputed posses¬ 
sion of material things, which in turn give advantage and security in the 
world. Among other things, wealth also confers status and power, with 
even its symbols having the power to confer status. Hence, in the Greedy 
Eighties, such status symbols as Rolex watches, Lexus automobiles, sec¬ 
ond and third homes, cellular telephones, and the right schools for the 
kids were all taken to be symbols of wealth. Wealth was also necessary 
to acquire and maintain those symbols, and getting and spending was 
decreed to be simply the expression of the American dream. When 
Gordon Gekko in Wall Street said that “greed was good,” audiences 
didn’t hiss: they cheered with approval. 

The Greedy Eighties have yielded to the Needy Nineties, and mate¬ 
rialism is not all that it is cracked up to be. “There’s an overemphasis 
on material goods. Like home computers. You’re always having to add 
things to them. Or furniture. You buy things just because of how they 
will look when people come to your house. It’s easy to allow money to 
corrupt you.” Sociologist Robert Wuthnow reports this and many other 
anxieties about materialism and the modern concept of wealth in his 
article “Pious Materialism: How Americans View Faith and Money,” in 
The Christian Century, March 3, 1993. 7 The good life for so many for 
so long meant having everything one wanted, whether one needed it or 
could afford it. Those wealthy by that standard tended to regard any act 
of charity , philanthropy, or stewardship as an invasion of their resources, 
and thus lived upon the principle “I’ve got mine, you get yours.” 

This good life, as people are discovering more and more, is simply 
not good enough. When virtue is divorced from value, everyone suffers, 
but they suffer most who thought that possession would lead to pleasure 
and to security. 'ITiey require a new concept of wealth, and there is one 
ready and waiting for them in the Bible. Wealth is not what you have; 
wealth is what you have been given that enables you to give to others. 
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This is what the Bible calls “being rich toward God,” from the story of 
the foolish man in Luke 12 who thought himself so prosperous that he 
pulled down his old barns in order to build bigger ones: “God said to 
him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you; and the things you 
have prepared, whose will they be?’ So is he who lays up treasure for 
himself, and is not rich toward God.” (Luke 12:20-21) The Christian’s 
wealth consists primarily of his or her “creation, preservation, and all 
the blessings of this life,” as The Book of Common Prayer’s General 
Thanksgiving has it, “. . . but above all . . . for the redemption of the 
world by our Lord Jesus Christ, for the means of grace, and for the hope 
of glory.” To be “rich toward God” is to realize that this is the only 
wealth that counts. Wealth is thus neither having nor getting. Wealth 
for the Christian begins with receiving that which God is generous 
enough to give, and from that wealth all charity proceeds. 


Receiving in Order to Give 

I learned this lesson the hard and vivid way. When 1 was a young teacher 
at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, from 1968 to 1970, I was often invited 
to preach in the pulpits of small, rural, black Baptist churches in Macon 
County —tiny, hard-scrabble places that rejoiced in such mellifluous 
names as Mount Pisgah, Zion’s Hill, St. John of Patmos, and Ebenezer. 
In these places they paid the preacher by taking up a “love offering” 
for him immediately after the sermon, and it became something of 
a referendum on preacher and sermon alike. The people were usually 
generous-hearted, and grateful for the attentions and efforts of a young 
man new to the ministry and to them. Early on, I refused these offerings 
on the grounds that these poor people and their poor church needed 
the money more than 1 did since I had a decent salary from the institute, 
after all, and it was my pleasure to give. In fact, it made me feel quite 
morally superior to decline these gifts, and to give them back. I knew 
even then that giving was essentially an expression of power, and that it 
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was power perhaps more than charity , philanthropy, or stewardship that 
caused 111c to refuse the offerings of the people. 

In the nicest possible way I boasted of my practice to the formidable 
dean of women at Tuskegee, who had become a friend and mentor, 
and was herself a preacher’s widow. She was not impressed. In fact she 
upbraided me without mercy for my arrogance. “Who are you,” she 
thundered, “to refuse to accept the gift of these humble people? You 
have given insult bv refusing to let them do what they can for you.” I, 
tor a change, was speechless. She then concluded with a phrase that 
will remain with me all of my days: “You will never be able to give 
until you learn how to be a generous receiver.” Jesus himself could not 
have put it better, and he was perhaps easier on the rich ruler than 
Dean Hattie Mae West Kelly was on me. Never again did I refuse to 
accept a love offering, and it was then, I think, that I first got an inkling 
as to what wealth was about. 

You rnay wonder what happened with my rich Texans? They didn’t 
like a word I had to say, but I certainly got their attention with a little 
help from Jesus’ words on wealth in the New Testament; and when one 
talks about money and faith, that is no small beginning. 



CHAPTER I 5 


THE BIBLE AND SCIENCE 


♦♦♦ 


T HE name of William Wisner Adams is not much of a name to 
conjure with these days. No theological system bears his name, 
and he left no literary legacy, but at the turn of this century' in the 
prosperous mill city of Fall River, Massachusetts, hometown of Lizzie 
Borden, the most famous non-murderer before O. J. Simpson, the Rev¬ 
erend Dr. Adams achieved a modest fame by preaching an annual ser¬ 
mon on the latest developments in astronomy. When asked why he went 
to such extravagant efforts to lay the most sophisticated study of the stars 
before his congregation of mill hands and bourgeois swamp Yankees 
who could pretend to neither an understanding of nor interest in the 
subject, Dr. Adams is said to have replied that he did it because it 
enlarged his view of God. He probably took as his text Psalm 19, whose 
opening verses are the most comprehensive and capacious in all of scrip¬ 
ture: 


The heavens declare the glory of God; and the 
firmament sheweth his handiwork. 

Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night 
sheweth knowledge. 

There is no speech nor language, where their voice is not 
heard. 

Their line is gone out through all the earth, and their words 
to the end of the world. 

In them hath he set a tabernacle for the sun . . . 

For Dr. Adams, and Christians like him, there could be nothing in 
science unsettling to religion or to the Bible if one understood that the 
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Bible was merely an effort, and a metaphorical effort at that, to cram 
into the human imagination the unimaginable immensity of God. In 
Psalm S^-4, the Psalmist asks the great question, 

W hen I consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, 
the moon and the stars, which thou hast 
ordained; 

WJhat is man, that thou art mindful of him? 

The human place in the divine creation, the cosmic scheme of things, 
is "a little lower than the angels.” In the book of Job it is the thundering 
voice of God himself who puts Job, and hence all humanity, in proper 
perspective to the divine immensity. To Job’s whimpering claims of 
upright victimization, God speaks out of a whirlwind and asks, “Who is 
this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?” Then God asks 
the great question, “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the 
earth? Tell me if you have understanding.” (Job 38:2, 4) For four thun¬ 
dering chapters God describes his divine prowess, and the inability of a 
mere human creature to comprehend it. It is an awesome display of 
power, an intimidation that should warn off the pretentious and the 
arrogant. It is fire from the nostrils of a dragon aroused, and Job, suitably 
chastened, knows when to back off: 

I know’ that thou canst do all things, and that no purpose of thine 
can be thwarted. . . . Therefore I have uttered what I did not un¬ 
derstand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. . . . 

I had heard of thee by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees 
thee; therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes. (Job 
42:2-4) 

It seems, and it is, an unequal match; the anthropomorphic deity of 
Hebrew scripture is no cozy Creator who dotes on creatures who flatter 
him with their questions and attentions. This is a force beyond nature 
itself, a force to be reckoned with, remote, powerful, capricious, reveal- 
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ing only that which he wishes to reveal. This is no cozy universe, no 
user-friendly creation, no situation in which the Creator is created in 
the image of the creature. To consider such a God does indeed require 
an enlarged imagination, and the language of that imagination is an 
ironic combination of science and poetry. It is not metaphysics but 
metaphor that opens the finite mind to the infinite God. These old 
Hebrew prophets seem to have an instinct for understanding this and 
expressing it, an instinct that seems often to have eluded perceptually 
challenged Christians who are always trying to “make sense” of things, 
and who risk the devastation of their faith when they cannot do so. 


The Culprit Science 

The conventional wisdom is that modern science has rendered the Bi¬ 
ble, and hence the religion based upon it, obsolete. Before we really 
knew what we really know, so the argument goes, religion in general 
and the Bible in particular filled in the gaps and provided necessary 
answers for needy people; but now we know more and we know better. 
Science and its ability to determine what we know, its capacity to or¬ 
ganize and test what we know, even the scientific basis of how we know 
what we know, are all seen not simply as threats to the authority of 
religion, the church, and the Bible, but to all intents and purposes as 
successors to them. At the center of all of that knowledge, of course, is 
no longer “god,” but man, who has in fact now become God. That 
knowledge which was forbidden Adam and Eve and got them expelled 
from the Garden of Eden is now ours, and we have become as gods, 
realizing God’s first and worst nightmare. 

It is little short of amazing how widespread and virtually unchallenged 
is this theory of the supersession of secular knowledge, that the Bible 
and nearly all that comes from it is left only for those who do not know 
any better. Over the years of my ministry at the center of a great research 
university, the most frequent topic of conversation with people on their 
way into or out of organized religion is the credibility of the Bible in 



the light of modem science. Those considering the Christian faith won¬ 
der if they have to suspend their intellectual faculties in order to take 
the Bible seriouslv, and those on the way out often say that they can no 
longer sustain a biblical faith that seems antithetical to science and a 
scientific worldview in which biblical faith, if examined, seems unable 
to w ithstand the scrutinv. Most of my Roman Catholic friends are em¬ 
barrassed by their church’s historic hostility to the scientific revolutions 
of the modern age, and w hen Pope John Paul II allowed the possibility 
of error in the church’s condemnation of Galileo, that gesture, long 
overdue, simply reanimated one of the darkest chapters in the church’s 
long historv. Liberal Protestants, nearly an endangered species, contin¬ 
ually worry that Descartes was right and the secular world no longer has 
need of the divine hypothesis, and evangelicals either ignore the issue 
altogether, or are still retrying the Scopes trial, this time with better 
"scientific” evidence for William Jennings Bryan. The whole enterprise 
of so-called “creation science” or “creationism,” fundamentalism’s an¬ 
swer to Darwin, by its very nature still concedes that science is the only 
game in town. The Bible’s credibility has been destroyed by science, so 
goes the argument; therefore, only science can restore the Bible’s cred¬ 
ibility. 

A secular friend, in the spring of 1996, asked me if my religious view 
of the world could possibly be the same after Time magazine reported 
the discovery of new planets, and the possibilities of life in the cosmos. 
She was not a scientist, I should add, but an informed humanist, and 
she was impressed with the cover story of February 5, where Time asked, 
“Is Anybody Out There? How the discovery of two planets brings us 
closer to solving the most profound mystery in the cosmos.” What a silly 
question, I thought, but when I read the “thought piece” by Paul Davies, 
“The Harmony of the Spheres,” I saw, as they say, where she was com¬ 
ing from. “These issues,” says Davies, on the possibility of the discovery 
of extraterrestrial life, “cut right across traditional religious dogma. Many 
people cling to the belief that the origin of life required a unique divine 
act. But if life on earth is not unique, the case for a miraculous origin 
would be undermined.” He then goes on to deal with the damage this 
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discovery could do to Christianity’s central doctrine of the Incarnation. 
Was this event unique in the universe, as offical doctrine insists, or did 
God take on alien flesh too? Is Christ the Savior of humans alone, or 
of all intelligent beings in our galaxy and beyond? 


Nervous Christians 

These are the kinds of questions that have always made Christians ner¬ 
vous. Rather than rejoicing in the possibility of the discovery of God’s 
handiwork beyond our previous knowledge or imagination, Christians 
historically have worried, literally, about losing our alleged pride of place 
in the sun. Science has consistently managed to unmask one funda¬ 
mental Christian heresy: Rather than placing God at the center of our 
universe, we have placed ourselves at the center of God’s universe and 
determined that we are the objects of his existence rather than the sub¬ 
jects. Every effort to expand the orbit of creation at the expense of our 
central and unique place in it has been resisted tooth and nail by Chris¬ 
tians. Modernity can be described as a series of guerrilla wars between 
an egocentric Christianity and an arrogant secular science, neither of 
which is prepared to concede to the other, neither of which can achieve 
an absolute and unambiguous victory, and neither of which is prepared 
to take any prisoners. 

Even the beginning student of the history of science knows that it all 
started when Copernicus determined, contrary to received dogma, that 
the earth rotated around the sun, and not the sun around the earth. 
This new astronomical discovery demanded a new physics to go with it, 
and that was readily supplied by Galileo. The result was at first con¬ 
sternation: “ ’Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone,” wrote the poet- 
preacher John Donne. Consternation was succeeded by condemnation, 
and Galileo was forced by the Inquisition to recant his theories. As an 
undergraduate in college, I recall the mounting anxiety as we were taken 
through “The Scientific Revolutions” in our required course in Western 
civilization. Each discovery and theory of Copernicus, Galileo, Des- 



cartes. Bacon, and Newton seemed a mortal blow to the faith once 
delivered to the saints; and this was only the beginning, for Darwin, 
Freud, and Einstein were just over the horizon. Our professor shared 
in the observation of Herbert Butterfield, which ran in italics at the top 
of the chapter on “The Scientific Revolution” in one of our texts: 

The so-called scientific revolution . . . outshines everything since 
the rise of Christianity, and reduces the Renaissance and Refor¬ 
mation to the rank of mere episodes, mere displacements within 
the svstem of medieval Christendom. ... It looms so large as the 
real origin both of the modern world and of the modern mentality 
that our customary periodisation of European history has become 
an anachronism and an encumbrance. 1 

This was in the days when we still studied Western civilization and 
European history and engaged in the intellectual conceit of periodiza¬ 
tion, but the substance of the point is well taken, and has been a con¬ 
tinuing source of anxiety to Christians who are determined not to be 
excluded from the modern world and wish at the same time to maintain 
their place of privilege within it. Biblical scholarship and much theo¬ 
logical energy since the eighteenth century have been devoted to a rec¬ 
onciliation of these tender issues, and the struggle is by no means 
concluded, as any contemporary school board with creationism on its 
agenda for curricular review will testify. 


What Does the Bible Say About Science? 

Nothing. That is the simple answer. If science is, as Harvard’s chemist- 
president James Bryant Conant once wrote, “an interconnected series 
of concepts and conceptual schemes that have developed as a result of 
experimentation and observation and are fruitful of further experimen¬ 
tation and observations,” 1 the Bible has nothing at all to say about such 
a thing. r fhe very concept is alien to it. Despite the pretensions made 
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for it and the claims made in behalf of it by its devoted partisans, the 
Bible itself has no such pretensions and makes no such claims. Nowhere 
in scripture are the faithful enjoined to take as scientific and observable 
fact the Bible’s description of phenomena: the accounts of creation, the 
sun standing still at the battle of Jericho, the fish swallowing Jonah; 
these are not presented as articles of fact or of faith, essential to belief 
and salvation. It is not that the Bible has “good” science or “bad” sci¬ 
ence. It has no science, for that is neither the language in which it was 
written nor the mind with which until fairly modern times it was read. 
To impose the constraints of science upon the Bible is to force it into 
a role for which it was never intended, and to which without violence 
to author, text, and reader, it cannot be adapted. 

This has not prevented the devout from trying, however, and in the 
name of preserving the authority of scripture and orthodox truth, scrip¬ 
ture was made to fit the facts of science, and the facts of science were 
required to conform to the facts of scripture. When the evolving science 
of geology challenged the belief that the earth was created in six days 
of twenty-four hours each, the concept of “day” had to be reconsidered, 
and the length of the creation process extended. The simple-minded 
argument was this: If science is right, then God and the account of 
creation in Genesis must be rendered irrelevant, if not dead wrong; and 
if this portion of the scripture is unreliable, what is there to reassure the 
faithful of the reliability of other parts of scripture —those parts, like the 
moral law, for example, which are normative? The church was really 
not interested in defending its views on the age of rocks and fossils with 
geologists and paleontologists, but if it conceded to science the unreli¬ 
ability of scripture in these areas, it also risked conceding areas of doc¬ 
trine and morals in which it most definitely had an interest. To defend 
the scientific credibility of scripture was to defend the substance of the 
faith. Thus a biblical scholar at Cambridge in the seventeenth century, 
Dr. John Lightfoot, could argue on the basis of scriptural exegesis that 
it was possible to date the creation as having occurred on October 23, 
4004 B.C., at 9:00 A.M. Such an effort, while herculean, was also laugh¬ 
able, and did nothing for the scientific credibility of the Bible. The great 
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irony is that despite all of these efforts, the Bible requires no such cred¬ 
ibility. 


Does Science Threaten the Bible or the Believer? 

If the believer’s faith in the Bible depends upon the Bible’s conformity 
to the norms of modern science, then that faith is very likely to be 
threatened, for the Bible is not a book of science and cannot, in light 
of modem science, be made to perform like one. Biology, chemistry, 
astronomy, physics, and geology are only at odds with the Bible when 
the Bible is expected to speak with authority in the language of these 
topics, and its writings to confirm the discoveries and postulates of these 
sciences. If this test of science is applied to scripture, scripture will 
always fail. 

But having said that, we have said really nothing at all, for scripture 
does not pretend to be science any more than science pretends to be 
scripture. The canons of one simply do not apply to the other, and 
neither is challenged or diminished by being simply what it is. To say 
this is to take nothing away from scripture except those cultural as¬ 
sumptions that have been added to it from beyond scripture itself. To 
ask scripture to do what it can do and not to do what it cannot do does 
not make scripture any less true than science. Is music any less “true” 
because it does not do the work of fiction, or correspond to the rules of 
science? Of course not. But some will be quick to say that an aesthetic 
example does not work, because there is nothing normative about aes¬ 
thetics and there is everything normative about scripture. This is why 
believers of a certain stripe delight in finding a compatibility between 
scripture and science; in both they seek normative and absolute descrip¬ 
tions, upon which they can rely, of things that are fixed and immutable 
and, unlike fickle humors and mores and fashions, do not change but 
in fact define reality for all time. Scientific religion, not to be confused 
with Christian Science, is an effort to provide a science of belief and 
morality, a system so divinely rational that it operates according to a 
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moral architecture, like the stars in their courses, and is readily acces¬ 
sible to human intelligence. The appeal of science, even in matters of 
faith and morals, is that it provides the illusion of order out of chaos, 
and permits thereby the creation of orderly structures with clear rules, 
fines, punishments, and rewards, easily and fairly administered. This 
kind of scientific religion reminds one of T. S. Eliot’s lines, in which 
people dream of systems so perfect “that no one need ever be good.” 

Science, or science as we have come to understand it, has taught us 
to think this way, and it is thus with these lenses that we read the Bible. 
To be scientific, we believe, is to worship the sovereignty' of fact, and 
facts alone make truth. Do not confuse us with theories, and surely not 
with metaphors, similes, symbols, allegories, tropes, and signs. We want 
a thing to mean what it says and to say what it means in unambiguous 
and easily accessible English. It is this poor parody of science that we 
are tempted to impose on the Bible, and this caricature of science is a 
threat to the Bible greater than anything that Descartes or Darwin or 
Freud could possibly have imagined or concocted. 


“Science” Is Not What We Think It Is 

I have always had a healthy aversion to science. I think it began when 
I discovered that I was no good at glassblowing in high school chemis¬ 
try. I had already suffered for years from what is now called math phobia: 
I was terrified by numbers and simply was no good at them. Even today, 
a computer innumerate, I do my necessary calculations with not much 
more skill than I had after a miserable year of plane geometry. I chose 
my college in part because it did not require mathematics and one could 
substitute geology for a “real” lab science. Science intimidates me. 

In my Cambridge years, however, 1 have spent a great deal of time 
around scientists, and in a community such as this one, many of these 
are among the greatest scientists in the world. What has amazed me 
over these years, in addition to their sheer erudition and the laurels that 
sit lightly on their shoulders, is the fact that most of them have an 



intellectual humility that is at the heart of both great competence and 
great curiosity. By no means are all of these scientists religious believers. 
In fact, few profess any faith. None, however, possesses the kind of ar¬ 
rogant anti-faith that one so easily associates with the image of rampant 
science. Rather than raging village atheists, most of my colleagues are 
mildly agnostic, yet strangely sympathetic to the larger dimension and 
implications of their work. When I listen to Dudley Herschbach or 
Stephen Jav Gould or Owen Gingerich, each speaking with differing 
degrees of reverence and awe toward their work and the world within 
and beyond it, I am reminded that the demonization of science and the 
scientist is largely the work of humanists. I am further reminded that 
my colleagues in the humanities and the social sciences are much more 
the victims of professional hubris than the scientists I know. It is often 
the humanists and the social scientists who wrap up their scholarly in¬ 
securities in what they believe to be the impregnable armor of science, 
and impose the sovereignty of facts upon their all too elusive disciplines. 
In professional life these are equaled in immodesty only by doctors. 

The disparity between the behavior of my colleagues in the sciences 
and the reputations of their disciplines caused me to ask if I and others 
were laboring under a misperception of what science really was, and of 
how people who took science seriously really behaved. I remember, in 
my early days of teaching at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, reading of 
an interview with the school’s most famous teacher and researcher, 
George Washington Carver. Dr. Carver, late in life, was asked by some 
writer what he thought was the most indispensable thing for science in 
the modern age, and Carver replied, “The capacity for awe.” What a 
strange thing for a citizen of the kingdom of facts to say. In my limited 
readings in the history of science I was to learn that such a view was 
not unusual: Newton and Darwin stood in mute adoration before the 
wonders revealed to them by their discoveries in science. That sense of 
reverence and awe produced a piety all of its own in the Newtonian 
universe of the eighteenth century, and Christians still sing Joseph Ad¬ 
dison’s eighteenth-century paraphrase of Psalm 19, “The Spacious Fir¬ 
mament on High,” a hymn not untypical of the age of reason.’ 
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In our own expanding age of science, with newly discovered planets 
on the nightly news, and more to come, science just may be the means 
to rekindle the embers of piety and devotion, and indeed to rehabilitate 
the doctrine of God, which has suffered heretofore at the hands of a 
seemingly constricted universe. If indeed the heavens are expanding, so 
too must now our doctrine, our vision of God, for more implies not less 
but more of God. This is not quite the conclusion to which Paul Davies 
comes in his “The Harmony of the Spheres,” but the implications of 
what he does write in his final paragraph suggest an opening rather than 
a closing in the dialogue between science and the Bible: 

But what if, in spite of the second law of thermodynamics, there 
can be systematic progress alongside decay? For those who hope 
for a deeper meaning or purpose beneath the physical existence, 
the presence of extraterrestrial life-forms would provide a spectac¬ 
ular boost, implying that we live in a universe that is in some sense 
getting better and better rather than worse and worse.-* 


Efficiency and Appreciation 

Can a thoughtful believer take both science and the Bible seriously? Is 
there a way out of the rivalry between two supposedly opposed systems 
of truth and, as well, a way out of the unhelpful argument that says if 
one is right, then the other must be false? In the nineteenth century 
those Christians who tried to accommodate their faith to science were 
regarded with suspicion by the more orthodox; they gave way too much 
to science and were left, so it was supposed, with a denatured faith. 
Those opposed to them either resisted science altogether in the name 
of defending orthodoxy, or forced science to conform to the ideologies 
of religion. Religious modernism and fundamentalism are the contin¬ 
uing heirs of that struggle, and science as such goes on its way without 
them. 

Henry Nelson Wieman, in the heat of the science versus religion 
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debates in the 1920s, proposed a division of function and thereby the 
establishing of a new and healthy relationship between science and re¬ 
ligion. He argued that it was the function or task of science to be “ef¬ 
ficient." to pursue and organize knowledge, and to come to the 
appropriate conclusions on the basis of what one learned. Appreciation, 
on the other hand, was the province of religion and had to do with 
values, virtues, and judgments. Both efficiency and appreciation were 
necessarv to live responsibly in the world. To many, mere efficiency 
sounds too mechanistic, too functional, and deprives science of the 
sense of awe that George Washington Carver and other scientists have 
found so fundamental to the work of good science. To assign appreci¬ 
ation as the province of religion appears to make religion too passive, a 
thing to be admired rather than a living faith to be practiced. Concern¬ 
ing the Bible, for it simply to be appreciated and admired rather than 
believed and obeyed is an unacceptable circumscribing of its role. As 
one critic of contemporary American theology has put it, rather than 
throwing the baby out with the bathwater, the baby has been thrown 
out, and the bathwater kept. 

Thoughtful scientists of the later twentieth century, such as Arthur 
Eddington and J. Arthur Thompson, have argued that the conflict be¬ 
tween science and the Bible is a pseudo-conflict and ought to stop. It 
is an unproductive debate. For the religious mind, science is as much 
a gift of God as the creation itself and the creation of the mind. While 
it is bad religion and worse science to suggest that whatever science 
cannot or has not yet explained is religious, the theory known as the 
“God of the Gaps,” it can be maintained that what science pursues and 
what science reveals, and indeed the very methods by which it does so, 
are a godly, religious enterprise. In paraphrase of a wonderful aphorism 
of Krister Stendahl, science is not religion minus, and religion is poetry 
plus. In other words, religion requires both science and poetry, both 
truth and meaning. That the Bible is not a book of science does not 
make it any less religious, nor does it make it hostile or indifferent to 
science. 'I’he thoughtful believer still requires both poetry and science 
to enlarge the thought of God. 
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Chaos, Light ; and the Image of God 

There is a point of view that science is the new theology, and that like 
the old theology that many think it has supplanted, it stands fixed and 
immutable, its laws beautiful and unchanging. The security that men 
once found in religion and in the Bible they now find in science. Per¬ 
haps it started with Pope’s lines on Newton two centuries ago: 

Nature and Nature’s Laws lay hid in night; 

God said, “Let Newton be,” and all was light. 

Modern science, however, endures its own scientific revolutions and 
the stable, knowable, mechanical view of reality is being turned upside 
down. Frederick Burnham calls this chaos a new theology. 5 “Chaos 
theory” understands that “randomness is not just a subatomic feature of 
the world but pervades dynamic systems everywhere in nature.” Chaos 
theory reveals not only that there is unpredictability and that nature is 
open in its process, but that there is also in this randomness a certain 
ordered freedom, and that the order and the freedom are bound in a 
relationship. As Burnham puts it, “Everything in creation is free and yet 
simultaneously and paradoxically bound by its relationship to everything 
else that is.” A Christian, Burnham is used to seeing the paradox be¬ 
tween freedom and relationship, and calling it love. Could such an 
insight not only help in the ever-unfolding study of the cosmos, but help 
as well in the understanding of those metaphors that the biblical writers 
exercised in an attempt to create meaning and value out of the mystery 
that was and is God? 

My colleague Owen Gingerich, professor of the history of science 
and of astronomy, preached a lay sermon in Washington National Ca¬ 
thedral on the First Sunday of Advent, 1995. In “Journey into Darkness” 6 
Gingerich addressed the phenomenon of the winter solstice and the 
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mystical movement into darkness and beyond it, the liturgical journey 
that the church begins on its long way to Easter. Gingerich does not 
see himself as a bifurcated soul, one part of which is sound scientist, 
and the other sound Christian. He uses all of his gifts of soul, mind, 
and imagination, the skills of science and the insight of faith, to discover 
in the most efficient way possible what can be learned about the mar¬ 
velous creation in which God has set us, and of which we occupy such 
a tinv part. Taking as one of his texts what he calls “the most quintes¬ 
sential verse in the Genesis creation account,” the creation of humanity, 
male and female, in the image of God, he argues that it is this creation 
in God’s image, the imago dei, that gives us our self-consciousness and 
our qualities of creativity, conscience, and consciousness. “One conse¬ 
quence of this self-consciousness,” he says, “is that we ponder our place 
in the universe, and we seek to find meaning and to find God. The 
search for God is subtle, but perhaps it is this long journey, this search 
more than anything else, that makes us human. We are the thinking 
part of this vast and sometimes very intimidating universe, and our quest 
could well be the purpose of it all.” 


My Ample Creed 

The thought that science could somehow box in the majesty of the 
Bible, that science had an answer that would of necessity supplant the 
sense of mystery and awe that the author of Job puts into the mouth of 
the thundering God, that geology, or biology, or astronomy would hold 
hostage the teachings of the law and the prophets, the poetry of the 
psalms, the passion of Jesus, and the revelations of the saints —all of 
that seems hard to imagine and difficult to credit, as if, for example, we 
should not have Homer, Virgil, or Shakespeare because they are all 
prescientific. Secular arrogance and religious ego and anxiety have not 
served us well, but what remains to stimulate and provoke beyond the 
capacity of the human mind or imagination is indeed the thought of 
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God, the enlargement of which was the reason for an obscure minister’s 
annual sermon on the latest developments in astronomy. Perhaps old 
Dr. Adams had his people sing this hymn of Frederick Lucian Hosmer: 

One thought I have, my ample creed. 

So deep it is, and broad, 

And equal to my every need— 

It is the thought of God. 

We were meant for such thoughts, created for them, in fact, and the 
Bible, if we understand it rightly, is a book not about limits but about 
infinity, and visions, not history minus but poetry plus. The Bible rep¬ 
resents the longing of the human imagination to find expression for itself 
in infinity. The mind is the gift of God with which the Bible is both 
written and read. Former Harvard president A. Lawrence Lowell once 
wrote: 

Man cannot set a limit to this thought. Man cannot conceive of a 
boundary to space, or a time that began and will end because he 
cannot fetter the processes of his ow'n mind. He was made for 
infinite conceptions of which he is to partake. Only at infinity can 
the vision be finished and the end complete. 7 

Lowell was neither biblical scholar nor scientist, but he understood 
something of the medieval notion that the mind was the soul’s road to 
God: “He was made for infinite conceptions.” The Bible has nothing 
to fear from science, and science, with its sense of wonder and awe and 
infinity, has much to learn from the Bible. The believer need not be 
afraid. 



CHAPTER 16 


THE BIBLE AND MYSTERY 

❖ 

M YSTERY is not an argument for the existence of God; mystery 
is an experience of the existence of God. Very much like suf¬ 
fering and joy, mystery can often be that place in which we come to 
know better who God is, and who we are. The Bible is valuable to us 
because it is the record of those for whom mystery and meaning are not 
antithetical but a life’s work in the growing knowledge of self and of 
God. It is my impression that this biblical ambition for humankind is 
perhaps more urgent and vital now than at any previous point in history. 

Before we make the case for mystery as one of those thin places in 
which the human and the divine encounter one another, we must in 
some sense demystify mystery. 1 am not trying to be clever. Mystery has 
a bad reputation in religious language as an all-pervading, argument- 
proof cop-out when something cannot be explained; when there is a 
problem to which there appears to be no answer, the temptation is to 
call the entire thing a mystery. To the impious, or just to the garden- 
variety secularist, such a device is merely clothing naked ignorance in 
the fig leaf of mystery, and to the pious and the generally reverent, 
mystery is not the opposite of knowledge but the opposite of pride or of 
hubris. Mystery in this sense is the frontier between what we know and 
can explain and what we experience and cannot explain. Mystery can 
be seen in the American sense of a frontier, a place or space that remains 
to be settled or conquered. Mystery here is merely unfinished or un¬ 
addressed business, which in the fullness of time and with the inevitable 
improvements in skills and technologies will be solved. As might be 
easily said, a mystery is merely an unsolved problem, and unsolved prob¬ 
lems do not provoke awe or devotion but merely irritation, intrigue, and 
persistence. 
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Some years ago I took up Princeton theologian Diogenes Allen’s little 
book on temptation for my Lenten reading, and through it I learned a 
lot about temptation, but surprisingly and unexpectedly, I learned more 
about mystery; and what I learned there has helped me ever since in 
the appreciation of mystery. Speaking of the greatest mystery of the hu¬ 
man experience, the relationship between good and evil or, as Saint 
Paul says, the conundrum we experience when we want to do good but 
persist in doing evil and seemingly cannot separate good intentions from 
bad effects, Allen says, “Mysteries to be known must be entered into.” 
He then goes on: “For we do not solve mysteries; we enter into them. 
The deeper we enter into them, the more illumination we get. Still 
greater depths are revealed to us the further we go.” 

It is not so with problems. “When a problem is solved, it is over and 
done with. We go on to other problems... . But a mystery once recog¬ 
nized is something we are never finished with. It is never exhausted. 
Instead, we return to it again and again and it unfolds new levels to us. 

. . . We live in a universe permeated by a divine reality whose hem we 
touch when we encounter mysteries.”' 

Such a useful distinction between a problem and a mystery set me off 
on a consideration of one of my favorite forms of literary diversion, the 
mystery novel; and I began to take some liberties with Allen’s characteri¬ 
zation and to apply them to the genre by which so many of us have been 
so well entertained for so long. When I think, for example, of the Queen 
of Mystery, Dame Agatha Christie, I am reminded that invariably she sets 
up the police, the professionals in the murder business, as problem solv¬ 
ers. Somebody is dead, somebody has killed him, and the problem is to 
find out who as quickly as possible. This problem must be solved so that 
one can get on to the other problems awaiting solutions; thus Agatha 
Christie’s policemen are usually in a hurry, eager to follow obvious leads, 
anxious to jump to conclusions because of the very reasonable desire to 
conclude. Thus, her policemen are made to look impatient, superficial, 
even careless in their pursuit —not of the truth but of proof toward a so¬ 
lution. The problem-oriented police are what we might call tidy-minded. 
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Miss Christie’s stable of amateur detectives, on the other hand. Miss 
Marple and the annoyingly fastidious Hercule Poirot, look upon their 
murders not as problems to be solved but as phenomena to be entered 
into. Thev seem to understand, as Allen does and the police in general 
do not. that “we do not solve mysteries; we enter into them,” and they 
also understand that “the deeper we enter into them, the more illumi¬ 
nation we get. Still greater depths are revealed to us the further we go.” 
Thus Miss Christie’s detectives are neither distracted by the apparent 
nor impatient with the apparently obscure. They are usually not in a 
hum, and unlike the harried police, they have time to pursue in a 
fashion that appears to be leisurely but is actually thorough, unraveling 
the whole skein of relationships, motives, personalities, and the like. 
True, both the detectives and the police share one objective: the solu¬ 
tion of the crime. In that sense they are each problem-oriented, but as 
with so many things in life, it is not the end that counts so much as the 
perspective. 

An essential ingredient in that perspective is imagination, a charac¬ 
teristic the police are frequently described as lacking in the mystery/ 
detective story genre, and it is to the greatest of all detectives, Sherlock 
Holmes, that we must turn for the definitive word on the use of imag¬ 
ination in mystery. In “Silver Blaze,” the Sir Arthur Conan Doyle mys¬ 
tery story in which the dog did not bark in the night. Holmes and Dr. 
Watson have an encounter with a very competent, aggressive, and self- 
satisfied young policeman named Gregory. Taking the clues and evi¬ 
dence fully into account, Gregory comes to a conclusion as to the 
circumstances and culprit, and rules out the inexplicable in favor of a 
solution. Holmes, however, as we know, is always fascinated more by 
the inexplicable than by explanations, particularly by those drawn from 
clues that often stifle the imagination. Basing his investigation upon 
what isn’t there, the absence of the explainable, Holmes goes on to solve 
the mystery' and to get his man —or, in this case, his horse. In charac¬ 
teristically modest triumph, he explains to Dr. Watson: “See the value 
of imagination. It is the one quality which Gregory lacks. We imagined 
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what might have happened, acted upon that supposition, and find our¬ 
selves justified. Let us proceed.” 

Through the sympathetic but informed eyes of Dr. Watson, the man 
of science and of rational sympathies, we are led over and over again to 
marvel at the triumphs of instinct, intuition, intelligence, and the pas¬ 
sion for imagination with which the amateur sleuth enters into his mys¬ 
teries, and thereby manages, in fulfillment of the expectation of the 
genre, to solve not a few problems. 


Two Problems and a Mystery 

The two days of the year upon which the churches of Christendom are 
filled to capacity with the eager, the curious, and the devout are of 
course Easter and Christmas. There remains, even in these secular and 
sophisticated times of near barbarous proportions, a primal, almost hom¬ 
ing instinct to go to church on the part of even the most casual and 
remote of Christians; and any of us who has ever been in church on 
one or both of these days knows this experience. While Easter continues 
to generate the larger of the two very large crowds, Christmas, 1 have 
always found, is by far the most vivid example of the phenomenon, 
perhaps because the world has been so saturated with the secular ba¬ 
nalities and vulgarities of the Christmas season since mid-October that 
it is a wonder that there is anything left to behold on Christmas Eve or 
on Christmas Day. Yet I have done duty in churches on Christmas Eve 
where a capacity congregation with standing room only has been in 
place for two hours before the service is due to begin, while enormous 
crowds of disappointed would-be worshipers, many of whom have just 
risen from Lucullan dinners, are left outside in the cold, literally bang¬ 
ing on the doors and demanding admittance. I recently heard one very 
angry excluded person harass an usher at the door, screaming at him 
and saying, “This is Christmas Eve! You’ve got to let me in! I’ve got my 
rights; you can’t keep me outta church on Christmas Eve!” He repre- 
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sented the same kind of disappointed crowd as that left out of a rock 
concert or a sporting event. 

Inside, the scene was remarkable, made up of the good, the great, 
and the smart —those w ho had arrived early—surrounded by those who 
had been drawn in either again or for the first time, and who knew that 
this was where they wished to be on this night. The vast crowd knew 
the hymns for they were the great carols and songs of Christmas, hardly 
ruined bv their tinny overorchestration and exposure at the hands of 
crooners. TV specials, and Luciano Pavarotti, and the roar of their glad 
tidings was overwhelming. The secret delight of the clergy is that we 
live all vear for a night like this. 

Then the great paradox of the evening began to unfold. The liturgy 
was unfamiliar to this vast throng and they didn’t know when to stand 
or when to kneel or when to respond or to join in. Every effort was 
made to make the liturgy user-friendly in an attempt to reduce the un¬ 
necessary distinctions between those who knew what they were doing 
in the service of worship and those who did not; yet what unfolded 
before us was a tableau of what might be called a “speaking aristocracy 
in the face of a silent democracy.” 

They loved the music. They liked the familiar lessons. They endured 
the sermon. They embraced the Eucharist. Then they were gone, far 
more quickly than they had arrived, out into the silent and very dark 
night and back to God knows where. They would not be seen again 
soon, certainly not on Christmas morning, which was intimate by com¬ 
parison, and perhaps not again until Easter day. 

Who are they? Why do they come? What do they expect? What do 
they want? Easter and Christmas are the two problems that most clergy 
have the most difficulty in solving. 

In my preaching classes I am almost always asked, both by novice 
preachers and by old hands, “What am I to do with Christmas and 
Easter?” T he problem is real, and for many the answer is, initially at 
least, clerical violence of a holy, righteous sort, but violence nonetheless. 
I can remember the pastors of my youth who on Easter Sunday would 
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let out a year’s accumulated bile against the “twicesters,” as those who 
came but twice a year were called. One of them went so far as to 
welcome them at Easter by wishing them a Happy Memorial Day, a 
Glorious Fourth of July, a Good Labor Day, a Peaceful Veterans’ Day, 
and a Gracious Thanksgiving, and by wishing them as well a Happy 
Mother’s Day, Happy Father’s Day, Happy Children’s Day, and Happy 
Birthdays for the year. He did this with a smile, while making the point 
that not only did he not expect to see them again before the next Easter, 
but he was annoyed, and so too was God. The large congregation of 
course blushed and tittered, and waited for him to get it out of his 
system. 

The problem of clerical anger on these great holy days is one thing, 
but there is an even greater problem, and that is what to say to people 
who give you at best two opportunities to tell them all they need to 
know about the gospel. “What do I do with these religious voyeurs?” is 
the question I often hear. Before I even attempt to answer the question, 
I force myself and my colleagues to look very closely, very hard, at who 
comes to these great days, and to speculate, in the absence of a poll, as 
to what brings them once and what brings them back. Suspending the 
personal and professional umbrage we may take at their neglect of us 
and of our services, we should ask not what it is that we arc doing wrong 
on most of the other Sundays and holy days of the year, but what it is 
that brings them out in such consistently huge numbers on these two 
occasions. 

The analysis is often quite heated, at least at the start. "Rank super¬ 
stition and primitive, barbaric fear” is one. “Mere social habit, custom, 
the weight of unexamined tradition” is another. “Lack of imagination; 
they would not know what else to do on Easter and Christmas” is a 
third. “Cheap grace, an insurance policy against the possibility that there 
is a hell and that they may be going to it” is yet another. ‘Tear and 
loneliness, perhaps hope and nostalgia as well” is perhaps a more sym¬ 
pathetic view. My experience tells me that it is all of the above, and 
then some, and this I have found is not a problem but a splendid op¬ 
portunity, and evidence beyond compromise that people even today seek 
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out those places both deep and thin where they have reason to believe 
that they will be satisfied. When you are hungry you go to a restaurant. 
When you are thirstv you seek out water. People are hungry and thirsty, 
and somewhere in the recesses of their spiritual subconscious they have 
heard or remember that you can expect to be filled in church. Perhaps 
they remember from childhood Jesus’ words in the Beatitudes in Mat¬ 
thew v "Blessed are they who do hunger and thirst after righteousness, 
for they shall be filled.” Or “satisfied,” as some translations render it. 

They don’t come to church on Christmas and Easter because they 
are cvnical. They come because they are hungry and thirsty, and we are 
told also by Jesus that when a man or a woman is hungry we should 
not offer stones in place of bread. In Milton’s delicious figure in “Ly- 
cidas," “the hungry sheep look up, yearning to be fed.” It is perhaps 
inconvenient that they should all want to be fed at once and only twice 
a year, for it plays havoc with our sense of the seemliness of things, and 
yet I believe that we should honor and affirm what they know: that these 
are the right times to be in the right place. 

I discussed the problem of the twicesters with some rabbi friends who 
noted a similar phenomenon in Judaism at the time of the autumn High 
Holy Days. There is real anger in the congregations, not simply on the 
part of the rabbis but on the part of those who are always there, who 
pay their dues and sustain the operation on lean and unfashionable 
Sabbaths. Then along come all these strangers, taking up pew and park¬ 
ing space, and shoving out the regulars who ought to get some credit 
for their regular virtue. One of these rabbis said that it was one of his 
congregation’s most vexing problems until someone recognized it as an 
opportunity, and perhaps even a God-sent one at that. “We see it as an 
opportunity for what you Christians call ‘evangelism.’ Except that with 
you, that usually means you are trying to convert us, but with us, on 
these Holy Days, maybe we ought to be in the business of trying to 
convert our fellow Jews.” I liked what he said, and half the battle is won 
by the fact that the people are in the right place at the right time; the 
rest now is up to us. 

Now' that we have them, and their attention, what do we do with 



334 ) the true and lively word 

them? What do we give them? I hope that we don’t give them an ex¬ 
planation because certainly on Christmas and Easter the people deserve 
more than an explanation. That is a hard proposition for the clergy to 
understand or to accept. Surely we must teach these uninformed, oc¬ 
casional worshipers what it is all about? Well, must we really?! Some of 
the worst preaching I have ever experienced has to do with the well- 
intentioned efforts of able and conscientious clergy to “explain” Christ¬ 
mas, or to “make sense of” Easter to their thronged congregations, and 
these efforts to put people at their theological ease stem, in my opinion, 
from a profoundly mistaken assumption that people are driven to church 
on these days by a craving for facts, explanations, and solutions. People 
don’t come to church to seek out truth, as we customarily understand 
that concept as a form of scientific, rational verification of the facts; 
rather, the churches are filled with people who are hungry and thirsty 
for righteousness, satisfaction, and yes, meaning. Unlike American tel¬ 
evision’s Sergeant Joe Friday of the Los Angeles Police Department, they 
want, and they deserve, more than “just the facts.” 

Yet, on Christmas Eve they are given lessons in biology for or against 
the Virgin Birth. The shepherds, rather than devout apostles of the sleep¬ 
ing Lord, become the victims of an oppressive economic system, and 
Mary and Joseph become the poster couple in the war against home¬ 
lessness. Easter is no better. How much clerical jaw-breaking has been 
expanded upon making reasonable the incredible, and hence the extra- 
rational, phenomena of Easter morning? Of course it matters that the 
tomb was empty and the stone rolled away, and that Maty had a chat 
with an angel and then with the risen Lord. Of course all of that matters, 
but it is not, at least at that point, about how it happened. What use are 
the functional, mechanical proofs that satisfy our small eighteenth- 
century minds? These are the wrong questions at the wrong time. People 
want to know, and have a right to know, both what it means and what 
it means for them, here and now. Explanations at Easter treat us all in 
the way the gospel writer describes the disciples’ reaction to Mary and 
the other women when they tell them that the Lord is risen and that 
they, of all people, had just seen him. The women had had an experi- 
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ence; the disciples wanted an explanation. Since the explanation is al¬ 
ways inferior to the experience it seeks to contain and describe, Luke’s 
gospel says of the disciples’ reaction to the good news of Easter, “But 
these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.” 
(Luke =4:11) 

Perhaps it is, as the phrase has it, “too good to be true.” Perhaps 
Easter and Christmas are implausible truths, problems that must be 
solved rather than mysteries to be entered into. Or could it be that 
shepherds and women, the true worshipers and preachers of Christmas 
and Easter, know more than we give them credit for knowing, and in 
fact, know more than we do? 

The term “Easter Christians” began as an insult against those who 
came to church only at Easter, and impugned their motives for doing 
so onlv then. Those described by this term more often than not ac¬ 
knowledge sheepishly the truth of the charges made against them, but, 
wonder of wonders, that doesn’t stop them from coming. They have 
much to teach the rest of us, who, like the elder brother in the parable 
of the Prodigal Son, protest our faithfulness and object to being sup¬ 
planted by the wandering absent one, upon whose return the fatted calf 
is killed and on whose behalf a great party is given. 

Surely on Christmas Eve we could wish that those who come to the 
manger and to the altar would do so on a more regular basis, and would 
in fact receive the benefit of regular instruction, discipline, and fellow¬ 
ship, but when they do come, we must realize that they have done so 
not to get a crash tutorial in all that they have missed but rather to obey 
the most fundamental and unavoidable of all invitations and commands: 
“O come let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.” It is no accident that the 
carol “O Come, All Ye Faithful,” of which this phrase forms the chorus, 
is perhaps the most beloved and well known of all the most beloved of 
music. It doesn’t invite us to an explanation of a discussion; it invites 
us to respond with the only human response available in the face of the 
mystery of the divine condescension: adoration. That promiscuous 
crowd on Christmas Eve knows a mystery when it sees one, and better 
than that, it still remembers from its primitive, half-remembered past 
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how to respond to one. Perhaps one of the most sophisticated believers 
of our age was able to understand, in the only language capable of 
expressing it, what these Easter and Christmas Christians know: 

You are not here to verify. 

Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity 
Or carry report. You are here to kneel 
Where prayer has been valid. 

(T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding”) 


The Instinct for Mystery 

“If it weren’t for the miracles in the Bible, I could take it all much more 
seriously.” I have heard this view expressed in a wide variety of forms 
over the years. 

“If it weren’t for the miracles in the Bible, I couldn’t possibly take 
what it says seriously.” I have heard this view expressed in a wide variety 
of forms over the years, and from within the very same congregation as 
the first. 

The biblical miracles are in place not so much to confound nature 
and reason, although they do that quite regularly, but to make the case 
for the credibility of God in Hebrew scripture, and to confirm the pres¬ 
ence of God in Jesus in the New Testament. Their purpose is not so 
much to do good, although they do that. Their real purpose is to affirm 
the truth of the proposition that Jesus has within himself and his com¬ 
mand the power of God. Miracles are meant to get our attention; they 
are spice to the gospel’s mutton. 

Miracles, however, have long posed a problem that we cannot imag¬ 
ine was anticipated by those faithful compilers of them in the gospel 
record. Rather than telling us more about Jesus and confirming in our 
minds and hearts who he is, the miracles have for many got in the way, 
and whatever lack of credibility we place in them now adheres to Jesus. 
So, for many, a faith that was meant to be advanced by means of the 
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miracles to the Way, the Truth, and the Life, is now inhibited or com¬ 
promised by those very means. The medium has become the message, 
and the messenger is held hostage to the limitations of the medium. 
Miracles, then, like Easter and Christmas, become problems to be 
solved or at least explained, preferably away or out of the way, and when 
we speak of a miracle as a mystery, for many that just sounds like a 
pious old fraud, a problem in search of a solution. 

In the summer of 1995, 1 visited the city of Montreal for the first 
time. Overlooking that splendid city on a very high eminence atop 
Westmount Mountain is a quite remarkable place, L’Oratoire St. Jo¬ 
seph, a domed phenomenon, which even from a distance exudes an 
aura of European French Catholicism. It is a place that demands atten¬ 
tion and cries out for exploration, and so a friend and I set out to find 
its approach, which we did after some preliminary difficulty. The 
nearer we got the more we were joined by others, and by the time we 
reached the principal parking lot we were among thousands who had 
come on that late afternoon from all over the world. Yellow school 
buses disgorged the young and the old, the fit and the handicapped, 
and everywhere one looked there were nuns and priests. Standing at 
the foot of the great basilica one is meant to be dwarfed by the sheer 
enormity of the building, and the panoramic view of Montreal spread 
out before one seems second only to God’s view of the universe. In the 
center of the flight of steps to the principal entrance is a set of pilgrims’ 
stairs up which the faithful are meant to ascend on their knees, as an 
act of devotion, and of course my Protestant sensibilities were both in¬ 
trigued and horrified by this. There were several faithful who were thus 
making their way up, but we decided not to wait to monitor their suc¬ 
cess, and went up in the conventional way and into the enormous 
ground-floor chapel. The heat within the chapel, from the thousands of 
flickering votive candles, was almost suffocating, but the most over¬ 
whelming sight awaited us in the next room. Upon the walls of this 
smaller chapel were suspended thousands of canes, sticks, and pairs of 
crutches lined up from floor to ceiling and leaving no space uncovered; 
these were the mute yet eloquent testimonials to the cures that had 
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taken place there. Some of them had labels with the particulars of the 
former owners, some had prayers and thanksgivings, some had scripture 
verses, but whether they were labeled or not, they all told an incredible 
tale: People had come here with them and had left without them. This 
was a place of miracles, and these bits of wood and metal were proof of 
them. It was the evidence of the curative powers of place that fasci¬ 
nated the average visitor, and drew to the spot thousands upon 
thousands who were there not to gawk or to visit but to be cured of 
their afflictions. 

As we left, my friend said, “That was scary; impressive, but scary.” 1 
agreed, for at first impact it was a little too much for an old Protestant 
from sober New England, and 1 remembered what that arch-skeptic 
David Hume, of whom 1 had read in my undergraduate Western civi¬ 
lization course, had said about miracles. I admit I was helped in the 
remembering by John Polkinghorne’s excellent summary of Hume’s ob¬ 
jections to miracles in his Science and Providence, where he says that 
there are four reasons to believe that miracles never happened: 

1. There is not a body of credible, intelligent, well-informed witnesses 
to confirm the miracle and “secure us against all delusion.” 

2. The passions of surprise and wonder that arise from miracles are 
agreeable and pleasant feelings and thus are likely to make us 
believe in their source as miraculous. 

3. Miracles are not to be taken seriously because these supernatural 
phenomena “abound among ignorant and barbarous nations.” 

4. All religions claim the miraculous to justify their exclusive claims 
to truth, and hence all of the claims cancel each other out. 2 

I must confess that those four arguments have some force behind 
them despite their author’s unimpeachable credentials as a dead, white, 
and very Western male, and an Enlightenment figure into the bargain, 
and I know many who in a heartbeat could out-Hume Hume and have 
founded churches in order to do so. As we descended that great moun¬ 
tain, however, for the purpose of obtaining the most self-indulgent 
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French cuisine that our U.S. dollars could buy, it seemed to me that 
those thousands of crutches and sticks were more compelling than 
Hume's four points. 

flume did not want an untidy, disorderly world. He wanted what my 
mother wanted in my boyhood room —a place for everything, and every¬ 
thing in its place —and in such a world miracles simply didn’t fit. They 
introduced a level of arbitrariness and capriciousness on the part of God, 
and thev made of believers gullible dupes who, instead of learning about 
and sorting out their own problems, would wait and expect God to 
interfere. The “fixed and immutable laws of nature” that so delighted 
and reassured the scientific intellectuals of the eighteenth century were 
there for our guidance. They could be discovered, even revealed, but 
they could not be abrogated or interfered with. 

W illiam Ellery Channing, that early-nineteenth-century preacher who 
so orchestrated the theology of liberal Christians that it gained coher¬ 
ence in the denomination of Unitarians, of whom he could be said to 
be the godfather, said in his “Baltimore Sermon” of 1819 that while the 
Bible is a record of God’s successive revelation to us, “Revelation is 
addressed to us as rational beings.” Reason must be used to harmonize 
scripture with “the human character and will of God, and with the 
obvious and acknowledged laws of nature.” He did not, in that remark¬ 
able sermon, address Augustine’s remark that “miracles are not contrary 
to nature, but only contrary to what we know about nature.” It was in 
the company of that provocative remark of Augustine that I left the 
Orator\ and that ghastly, grisly collection of artificial limbs, wheelchairs, 
crutches, and canes. The question, of course, was not “Are miracles true 
or even possible?” The question was what was really real: the illness or 
the cure? 

Today, “after modernity,” my sense is that more and more people are 
less and less embarrassed to inquire more closely into those great mys¬ 
teries and truths of which miracles were both the sign and the signpost. 
If the rule of life, of nature, of “normalcy” as Warren G. Harding once 
called it, is really, as that thoroughly premodern curmudgeon, Thomas 
Hobbes, described it, “nasty, brutish, and short,” then something that 
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acts contrary to nature is neither a curse nor a conundrum but a blessing 
and an act of grace, and welcome as such, for it points us to the source 
of such blessing and grace with the possibility of more of the same. 


The Experience of the Miraculous 

My friend Dr. Charles G. Adams, one of America’s most distinguished 
and effective African-American preachers and a fellow graduate of Har¬ 
vard Divinity School, was once asked to describe the difference between 
white and African-American preaching in late-twentieth-ccntury Amer¬ 
ica. Dr. Adams said that much white preaching is still very much in¬ 
spired by the Teutonic origins and principles of what was once called 
the higher criticism. Here, objectivity and scientific clarity are valued. 
One takes up a text with tweezers and looks at it from afar, under glass, 
and from every possible angle, subjecting it to various tests and, like a 
good medical student performing the tasks of dissection on a cadaver, 
taking great care to record the results and come to a judicious conclu¬ 
sion or two, supported of course by the evidence. Distance, verifiability, 
and a scrupulous regard for facts and problems are the hallmarks of this 
tradition, and many of these values are to be found in the preaching 
that comes from it. 

Black preaching, on the other hand, owes next to nothing to any 
Teutonic inheritance, although people like Dr. Adams are very much 
aware of that tradition, and conversant with it. Black preaching, coming 
out of an oral and aural tradition, is overwhelmingly narrative, and the 
point of a story is to get into it as quickly and as thoroughly as possible. 
Rather than taking things apart to see how they work, and if they work, 
black preaching endeavors to remove as many barriers between the thing 
preached and those to whom it is preached as quickly as possible, so 
that the “objective” story becomes with very little effort, “our” story, or 
“my” story. Distinctions between then and now, while possibly of some 
rhetorical use, more often than not get in the way. Thus, when the 
black preacher preaches about the exodus of the Jews from Egypt under 
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the leadership of Moses, he does not dwell on the fact that most black 
people have more in common culturally with the benighted Egyptians 
than with the Jews. We are the Jews, and their exodus is ours, not by 
analogv but bv participation and experience. At the heart of such preach¬ 
ing is the notion that the “God who spake” now speaks, and it is the 
same God and the same message. 

Does this mean that African-American Christian preachers and be¬ 
lievers are essentially fundamentalists and biblical literalists? Hardly. 
American fundamentalism, as formulated in the 1920s and 1930s, is es¬ 
sentially a white Protestant set of solutions to a set of white secular 
eighteenth-century problems. 

The worlds of the eighteenth-century skeptics and their twentieth- 
century fundamentalist antagonists were profoundly indifferent, and 
in America at least, profoundly hostile to the worldview of African- 
American Christians. Fundamentalism has done nothing for African- 
American Christianity, and the deepest traditions of African-American 
piety transcend the historic agendas of American fundamentalism. Why? 
Because African Americans who read and heard the Bible did not stop 
to ask if it was literally true, inspired, and inerrant, for they knew that 
on the authority of their own experience as a people troubled, trans¬ 
formed, and redeemed. The biblical world may be different from the 
new world to which they had been transported in chains and against 
their wills, but the view of God was to them the same in both worlds. 
Hence, what God did for Daniel and the three Hebrew children in the 
fiery, fiery furnace, God not only would do, but had already done with 
them. No black Christian ever had to make the necessary racial adjust¬ 
ments to the fact that the crucified Jesus was a white Jew crucified by 
white Romans in a white Greco-Roman world. Far more than fact- 
obsessed w hite Protestant Christians, the African-American believer saw 
the story whole, saw that it had his face and name on it, and embraced 
the teller and the tale. 

'The hermeneutical principle, that is, the principle of interpretation, 
for the African American was and always has been the authenticity and 
hence the authority of his own experience. Redemption was not a the- 
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ory; it was an experience. Slavery was not a theory; it was an experience. 
The promises were not just that; they had been and were being fulfilled. 
Indeed, if the great and ironic truth be known, African-American Chris¬ 
tians have infinitely more in common with devout and observant Jews 
in their view of the workings of scripture and the entrance into the 
mystery of redemption than they ever have had with their white Prot¬ 
estant co-religionists. For black Christians, miracles are not theories to 
be tested, or outmoded concepts from the prescientific age of the Bible, 
to be treated with reverent suspicion. Miracles are the stuff of every day, 
verified in the experience of the people, and by their very survival among 
God’s chosen and elect. Ask any Jew; he will tell you what I mean. 


Art Empowering Modesty 

I began this chapter with a discussion of mystery and the inherent ten¬ 
dency of mystery to invite us into it, rather than to merely solve it. 
Problems give us the illusion of power, for in solving them we are able 
to put them out of the way and to clear the decks for the next problem; 
but mystery lingers, deepens, and develops —dare we say it? —a mean¬ 
ingful relationship with the one who is drawn into it. Rather than 
looking for a way out we are enchanted by what we find within, and 
within the interstices of mystery one has a chance to discover, not to 
resolve, the greatest mystery of all, which is the love by which we are 
united to God and to one another. 

Nowhere in the Bible are we given to understand that by faithful 
study and good works, or even with a little bit of luck, we will be able 
to understand all that we need to know about the fundamental mystery 
of our relationship to God. Those who think that a careful, painstaking 
study of the scriptures will reveal all to them in the fullness of time 
have understood neither the scriptures nor God. If there were to be 
found such clarity, such a lifting of the veil of ignorance, as it were, 
there would be no need for all of the extra-biblical devices of theological 
and philosophical speculation by which we have long sought to make 
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our wav from the unknow n to the unknowable by way of what we think 
we know. It always amazes me that certain of my Presbyterian friends 
think that because the Westminster Confession is so thorough, so elo¬ 
quent. and so convinced of its own virtuous logic it somehow is able to 
take them w here scripture, unaided by the marginal notes of those sev¬ 
enteenth-century divines, cannot. The Westminster Confession and the 
Shorter Catechism take the prize for theological immodesty. Thank God 
for the Bible. It is there, after all, that in II Chronicles 6:1, “The Lord 
has said that he w’ould dwell in thick darkness.” It is in scripture, in 
that marvelous assault upon virtuous knowledge, in the book of Job, 
where the great question is asked: “Can you find out the deep things of 
God? Can you find out the limit of the Almighty? It is higher than 
heaven — what can you do? Deeper than Sheol—what can you know?” 
(Job 11:7-8) 

The preacher, in Ecclesiastes 3:11, informs us, “He has made every¬ 
thing beautiful in its time; also he has put eternity into man’s mind so 
that he cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the 
end.” 

Jesus, himself a preacher and teacher of righteousness, declares in 
Matthew 11:25, I thank thee. Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that 
thou hast hidden these things from the wise and understanding, and 
revealed them to babes.” 

Saint Paul, who seems to know everything, tells us in I Corinthians 
4:1, that he wishes us to be regarded as “servants of Christ and stewards 
of the mysteries of God”; and in case there is any doubt, we are told in 
I Timothy 3:16, “Great, indeed, we confess, is the mystery of our reli¬ 
gion: He was manifested in the flesh, vindicated in the Spirit, seen by 
angels, preached among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up 
in glory.” 

The deep things of God of which the Bible speaks in nearly its every 
breath are not problems waiting to be solved but a mystery into which 
we are invited to enter, discover, explore, and indeed to enjoy, forever. 

This is an invitation I believe we are able to hear for the first time in 
a very long time, and this is an invitation that I believe more and more 
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sincere seekers are prepared to accept, and not just for the duration but 
forever. The evidence of the spiritual hunger and thirst of this generation 
is around us and on every hand, and so much of this renewal of interest 
in the deep things of God, this desire to take the mystery of God seri¬ 
ously just as we wish to be taken seriously by that mystery, comes on 
the part of people who have either been estranged from or never really 
engaged with the Christian Church. 

Many of the people I see fall into one of two categories. Obviously, 
and first, I see undergraduates in college who, rather than falling away 
from the faith of their fathers and mothers, in college discover faith on 
their own and for the first time, and often to the mild bewilderment of 
their secular parents. A cynic might say that if adolescent rebellion thirty 
years ago was to drop out of church, adolescent rebellion today is to 
drop in. There is more to it than that, however. This is not simply the 
smug cyclical theory of American religion that says that what goes down 
must turn up again. This is not a renewal of 1950s white-bread American 
Protestantism, picking up where our parents left off. Too much has 
happened for that to occur. 

No. What we are now experiencing is the end of one world and the 
birth of another. Now I know how dangerous that sounds with fewer 
than four years remaining until the millennium and all of the fanciful 
eschatological predictions that this arbitrary and man-made appointment 
calendar will induce. The world that is fast coming to a close is a world 
whose secular assumptions have long proven to be unhelpful and un- 
credible substitutes for making meaning in a life worth living. The dis- 
enchantments of the 1960s were really but the first skirmish in a larger 
battle against the stifling smugness of a world that had come to believe 
itself to be the best of all possible worlds. All the social upheavals, the 
movements for social and political change, the so-called cultural revo¬ 
lutions, and the various struggles for liberation —nearly all of which we 
can name and envisage whether or not we approve of them —all of 
these, together with the counterrevolutions of recent years and the at¬ 
tempts to put the cultural genies back into their bottles, have revealed 
not only a failure of systems generally regarded as unfair, but a profound 
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poverty of spirit, a soulless and spiritual barrenness which godless com¬ 
munism helped conceal; but now that communism has collapsed of its 
own weight, we are left not to savor our victory but to confront, now 
thoroughly undistracted, the bleakness of our own interior life and the 
futility of our terribly threadbare hopes. It is this terrible fear that “there 
is no there there,” as Gertrude Stein once said, that has driven so many 
into the mean-spirited politics of nostalgia, and so many others to drugs, 
drink, and self-indulgence on a scale unprecedented since the collapse 
of ancient Rome. 

It is this realization, a sober self-assessment of the limits of human 
achievement and an acute dissatisfaction with the shoddy, the substitute, 
and the svnthetic, with which we believe we are now condemned to 
live, that is driving so many people, and not just the young, to an ex¬ 
amination of what the Bible calls, in Hebrews 12, “the things that cannot 
be shaken.” Not a few' of those who seek such spiritual security now that 
their social security is threatened are men and women who by the stan¬ 
dards of this material world have everything. The churches of America 
are filling up, but this time not simply with the very young and the very 
old, but with those whom we might call, for lack of a better term, the 
deconverted, meaning either those who once had their religious faith 
and lost it, and seek it again, or those whose faith was in the exchange¬ 
able commodities of this world, and who have lost their faith in mam¬ 
mon and are seeking out God. Either way, these are the people with 
enormous spiritual cravings and an abundance of the experiences of this 
world, who are now seeking the things that endure. They are not fright¬ 
ened of mystery; they embrace it. Their argument is simple and direct. 
If there is good news in there, let me have it. 

Who of us dares deny that this is the work of God? Are we so content 
with the glancing shadows on the walls of our Platonic cave that we 
prefer them to the possibility of something else, anything else, anyone 
else? The age has lost its nerve, and whenever a culture loses its nerve 
and its sense of self-esteem, its sense of self-confidence, legitimate or 
illegitimate, its natural tendency is to indulge itself in diversion. Cultural 
clutter, a more polite term than decadence, is a sure sign of the culture’s 
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attack of acute anxiety. Now we are not afraid of nuclear holocaust or 
environmental chaos; we are afraid that when we get up in the morning 
and look in the mirror there will be nothing there. It is in this bottoming 
out of a once self-confident and self-sustaining culture that people have 
always turned, first after turning on each other, to the deep things of 
life. 

Theologians are not always very good at reading the signs of the times, 
largely because they tend to look for guidance into the rearview mirror, 
and thus always know where they have been, but are neither quite sure 
where they are or where they are going. Paul Tillich, however, was not 
one of these. As early as in 1958, in a sermon titled “Behold, I Am Doing 
a New Thing,” based on Isaiah 43:16, 18-19, he said: 

Our period has decided for a secular world. That was a great and 
much-needed decision. It threw' a church from her throne, a 
church which had become a power of suppression and superstition. 

It gave consecration and holiness to our daily life and work. Yet it 
excluded those deep things for which religion stands: the feeling 
for the inexhaustible mystery of life, the grip of an ultimate mean¬ 
ing of existence, and the invincible power of an unconditional de¬ 
votion. These things cannot be excluded. If we hy to expel them 
in their divine images, they reemerge in daemonic images. Now, 
in the old age of our secular world, we have seen the most horrible 
manifestation of these daemonic images; we have looked more 
deeply into the mystery of evil than most generations before us; we 
have seen the unconditional devotion of millions to a satanic im¬ 
age; we feel our period’s sickness unto death. 

Tillich went on to say, “Nothing is more surprising than the rise of 
the new within ourselves.” 

That surprising consciousness to which Tillich refers is what I mean 
by an empowering modesty. For most of us modesty is not something 
to aim for, and we are one with Winston Churchill when he said that 
“modesty is for those who need it,” but those moments have past and 
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we stand in enormous need. To know our need is not a concession to 
weakness; it is the first step in spiritual empowerment, and it is this for 
which people all over the world, but most especially in this country at 
this time, are hungering and thirsting. It is as true for those who think 
that they know it all as it is for those who know that they don’t, and 
who doubt that thev know anything at all. This spiritual hunger, this 
deep poverty of soul, exists in all segments and at every level of the 
population. 

The hope of the Good Book, the conviction of those who have sought 
to understand it with mind and heart, is that it will help us in the good 
life, the life that brings us nearer to God and to one another. Such a 
hope animates us and, indeed, encourages us to use our minds and trust 
our hearts. In the English Coronation Service, the Sovereign is pre¬ 
sented with a Bible in these words: 

We present you with this book, the most valuable thing this world 
affords. Here is wisdom. This is the Royal law. These are the lively 
oracles of God. 

These lively oracles of God are a living word, from a living God for 
a needy people. It is indeed the Good Book. 
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T HIS book began with the concerned conviction that to many peo¬ 
ple the Bible is a confusing and difficult book with which they 
have only a passing acquaintance. I could not really address those for 
whom the Bible is of no interest; I could not really think of how to 
persuade those who had written off the Bible to reconsider it. My am¬ 
bition was a bit more limited or, as I should prefer to say, more focused, 
for I am convinced that there are many people, the children of mo¬ 
dernity, as it were, who are anxious about what they do not know of the 
Bible, eager to find a way of introducing or reintroducing themselves to 
it, and trying to reconcile what they know of the Bible with what they 
know of themselves and of the world. So, in the first case I wanted to 
address what B. Davie Napier once called the “unbelieving believers,” 
those whose nominal hold on the Christian faith and its chief book, the 
Bible, leaves them keenly aware that they do not know enough and want 
to know more. 

In the second case I wanted to address those who want to take the 
Bible seriously but who feel, or have been made to feel, that the Bible 
belongs to somebody else, to people more expert, more holy, more cen¬ 
tral to God’s plan than they themselves could possibly be. I wanted those 
who saw themselves as strangers and outcasts to the Bible —the margin¬ 
alized and the excluded —to see that the Bible itself included them and 
was for them, and that the record of its reading and interpretation was 
an ongoing invitation to come in. For such as these were the biblical 
words written: “Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, 
and I will give you rest.” Thus, I wanted black people, women, and 
homosexuals, among others, to see and to hear that the Bible was both 
for them and with them. I wanted them to know that the Bible was 
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theirs bv right and intention, and not merely mediated to them by others 
or wrested from others by social guilt or clever scholarship. I wanted 
them all to know and to share in the full wealth of conviction. 

Mv third ambition was to encourage those to think again, who think 
that they know all they need to know about the Bible and what it says 
and means. This is an invitation not to guilt, although there is much 
about which to feel guilty, but rather to modesty, one of the more ne¬ 
glected of Christian virtues. One must not use the scriptures as the 
drunk uses the lamppost—for support rather than for illumination; 
rather, one reads those inspired words with the very fallible apparatus 
of fallen human beings. The discussions of anti-Semitism, slavery, 
women, and homosexuality are not meant to condemn scripture as cul¬ 
turally wrong, or to impugn the faithful ambitions of sincere Christians 
who may hold differing opinions on these critical matters. These dis¬ 
cussions are intended to remind the faithful of the wickedness done in 
the name of good, of God, and of the Bible, and to make us more 
cautious and self-conscious of the besetting sin, alas, endemic to the 
faithful, of confusing our cultural prejudices with the immutable will 
of God, and of using the Bible as a footnote to our convictions. Ortho¬ 
doxy must never be permitted to become the protective coloration for 
the self-interests of the status quo; the entire record of scripture cries 
out against this utterly sinful abuse. 

By this discussion of the hard texts, and the painful circumstances 
that invariably attend them, I wish also to demonstrate the dynamics of 
interpretation and culture. The texts, as we know, have not changed. 
We do know more about them, and by virtue of the discoveries of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, including the Dead Sea Scrolls and 
the library of Nag Hammadi, we have more of them; but the canon is 
the same as that formed and confirmed by the primitive church in the 
second century. It is tempting to say that the world has changed but the 
text has not; the slogan so often offered to close debate is that “God’s 
word is changeless,” and that change is simply a matter of interpretation. 
That is a silly argument, substituting a misplaced piety for the hard work 
of destabilizing thought. “Thy true and lively word,” of which the Eu- 
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charistic Prayer speaks, suggests that scripture itself, and not merely cul¬ 
ture and interpretation, is dynamic and living. In Hebrews 4:12, written 
in the formative period of the faith, the word of God is described as 
“living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the 
division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart.” That “word,” of course, does not 
refer simply to the text of scripture, for “scripture” then would not have 
meant the New Testament as we know it. That word is the whole dis¬ 
closure of God, apprehended by the aid of the Holy Sprit, w itnessed to 
by prophets, apostles, and martyrs, made manifest in |esus Ghrist, and 
mediated to the faithful in all ages by the sacraments, and bv tradition, 
reason, and experience. Such a process is hardly static, fixed, unchang¬ 
ing, and it is into that living, lively, dynamic word of God that 1 invite 
all of those who hunger and thirst after it. 

All of this takes work and effort. I wish therefore to expose lazy Chris¬ 
tians, and their even lazier reading and study of the Bible, to their 
spiritual obligation to use their minds. The Proverbs tell us that “he also 
that is slothful in his work is brother to him that is a great waster 
(18:9), and in Philippians, the apostle tells his followers to “work out 
your own salvation with fear and trembling” (2:12). Lest I be accused of 
proof-texting, however, by those better at that vice than I, let me remind 
us all of Jesus’ own great summary of the law in Mark 12:30, “And you 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind, and with all your strength.” This means that 
for the Christian the study of the Bible can be neither a hobby nor a 
mere act of devotion, and that what passes for Bible study among so 
many of us is nothing less than a scandal. If we are to do more than 
“overhear the gospel,” in Fred Craddock’s memorable phrase, we must 
read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest both what the Bible has to say 
and how we may understand what the Bible means. This means that 
we cannot afford to leave textual, historical, and theological study to the 
experts but must take the time, trouble, and imagination to learn not 
only what the Bible says, but what the best minds of the church say and 
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have said about it. Anything less than this on the part of a Christian 
who professes to take the Bible seriously, is a dereliction of duty. 

Some will sav that the great ignorance of the Bible began when the 
Supreme Court forbade the reading of it in the public schools, and they 
think to improve upon this ignorance by insisting that such readings be 
reinstated. That is an evasion of the point. It is not for the state, however 
svmpathetic we may want it to be to the interests of religion, to authorize 
readings of the Bible; it is the clear and unambiguous responsibility of 
Christians to make the Bible known to themselves and to their own. If 
we are ignorant of the Bible it is because we Christians have neglected 
its study for ourselves and for those committed to our care, and that is 
a responsibility that we must now embrace, or fail to do so at our peril. 

This task may be more easily stated, and even more easily accepted, 
than accomplished. The field of biblical scholarship is enormous, com¬ 
plex, and intimidating, and we have long lived in a culture that cele¬ 
brates simplemindedness, fears complexity, and has a very short 
attention span. What has long impressed me about fundamentalism is 
its high-impact diligence in the study of the scriptures. Contrary to the 
image of raving anti-intellectualism that still pervades much of evangel¬ 
ical Protestantism, it is largely the churches of this tradition of funda¬ 
mentalism that have kept the study of Greek and Hebrew alive. Their 
churches are not just one-stop-one-hour Sunday filling stations, but are 
busy and filled all week long with intensive lay study of the Bible be¬ 
cause they know that their lives depend upon it; and theirs is a model 
from which the whole church could benefit. Today the average Chris¬ 
tian has available, at the nearest bookstore or public library, resources 
in biblical scholarship which would dwarf those available to Augustine, 
Calvin, or Luther. 

Finally, and above all, I wish my readers to know that the Bible is 
more than syntax, doctrine, and interpretation, and that it is one of the 
most available and extraordinary means by which humans are brought 
into proximity with the divine. Saint John tells us that the “Word be¬ 
came flesh and dwelt among us.” In the Bible we come to experience 
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the fact that the flesh also becomes word, and that it too dwells among 
us, full of grace and truth. (John 1:4) The Bible is not only the account 
of those who have come to know something of the transcendent love 
and power of the living God through the experience of human suffering 
and joy, and for whom this ultimate reality is also the ultimate mystery; 
the Bible also assures us that their experience of these things may in 
some measure be ours as well. As God not only “spake” but “speaks,” 
so we too may hear that message that makes sense and meaning of our 
lives. Who of us does not want this? Who needs it? We do. This is why 
Charles Wesley says in his hymn “O for a Thousand Tongues to 
Sing” . .. 


He speaks, and listening to his voice, 

New life the dead receive, 

The mournful broken hearts rejoice, 

The humble poor believe. 

It is the moral sense of meaning and not the alleged tyranny of fact 
that has kept the Bible alive and lively, and it is nothing less that the 
dynamic spirit of God that has made of its interpretation the liveliest of 
human spiritual and intellectual exercises. When we speak of the Bible 
as “the lively oracles of God,” a figure derived from four citations in the 
New Testament (Acts 7:38, Romans 3:2, Hebrews 5:12, and I Peter 4:11), 
we should be reminded that an essential characteristic of an oracle is 
that it is not a fact but a transaction between the one who speaks and 
the one who listens, and that that transaction of necessity involves the 
listener, or the reader in our case, in the work of interpretation. The 
Bible and the history of interpretation, therefore, is the precious record 
of human people’s exchanges and transactions with their holy book and 
with the Holy One. In seeking the good life we seek the one who is 
good, who not only gives life but gives that life meaning, value, and 
worth beyond itself. This is the context of hope, and not merely the act 
of hoping. To read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest, to listen to and 
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for the word of God, is to take seriously the invitation and the command 
of Hebrews 12:25, See that you do not refuse him who is speaking.” 


And Now 

Cher the vears of mv teaching, my favorite book upon which to lecture 
has been The City ’ of God of Augustine, a work of grand ambition, 
enormous complexity , and defining significance for the Christian world. 
Others mav prefer the more intimate Confessions, with its hint of “kiss 
and tell," and the more human portrait the confessions paint of a 
worldiv-wise convert to the faith of Jesus Christ, but I like the enterprise, 
admittedly flawed, of a man who, very much the captive of one world, 
seeks to write about another, and who lives on the boundary of one 
realm and looks toward another. It will not do here to give a potted 
history of this book, one of the monumental works of Western civiliza¬ 
tion. If you want to know more about what it says, read it for yourself. 
What draws me to Augustine now are the words with which he con¬ 
cludes his work, in which he senses, as perhaps all do who write about 
holy things, that his spiritual reach has exceeded his intellectual grasp. 
It is with his words, then, that I bring mine to a close: 

And now, as I think, I have discharged my debt, with its comple¬ 
tion, by God’s help, of this huge work. It may be too much for 
some, too little for others. Of both these groups I ask forgiveness. 
But of those for whom it is enough, I make this request: that they 
do not thank me, but join with me in rendering thanks to God. 
Amen. Amen. 


(The City of God, XXIL30) 
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Chapter l: What’s It All About? 

1. Sakae Kubo and Walter F. Specht, So Many Versions?: Twentieth-Century 
English Versions of the Bible (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1983), 
p. 20. This is probably the best summary of the boom in Bible publishing 
available to the nonspecialist. The historical background provided for each 
translation and edition is very helpful, as is the final chapter, “Guidelines 
for Selecting a Version,” and the Glossary of Technical Terms in the Ap¬ 
pendix. 

2. George Barna, president of the Barna Research Poll, is quoted in The Boston 
Globe, October 15, 1994, in James L. Franklin’s column, “Religion Notes.” 

3. Martin Marty of the University of Chicago unearthed this quotation of Pres¬ 
ident Grover Cleveland and used it in his centennial address to the Society 
of Biblical Literature under the title “The Bible: America’s Iconic Book.” 

4. James D. Smart, The Strange Silence of the Bible in the Church: A Study in 
Hermenutics (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster, 1969), p. 10. Smart’s study could 
not have come at a less propitious moment to receive the attention it de¬ 
served. The churches were distracted by the troubles of the late 1960s, and 
many were of the opinion that the Bible no longer had anything relevant 
to say to the societal stresses and cultural revolutions of the age. It was not 
simply the overwhelming nature of biblical scholarship, but the sense both 
of the “Death of God” movement and the “post-Christian culture” syndrome 
in which the mainline Protestant churches found themselves that made 
them appear less accessible and hence less relevant. Scholarship, rather than 
liberating the Bible from superstition and a prescientific worldview, left the 
Bible in the hands of the “experts” and the evangelicals. Noting the es¬ 
trangement between biblical scholarship and biblical preaching, Smart fur¬ 
ther observed, “Biblical scholars and preachers are partners in a common 
venture, dependent upon each other, and the work of each is likely to be 
futile without the other.” (p. 33) As many biblical scholars sought to free 
themselves from their former bondage to theology, history, and doctrinal 
and creedal formularies of the church, they became more and more en¬ 
amored of the idea of biblical studies as a scientific field of inquiry in its 
own right. They exchanged their bondage to the church for bondage to the 



canons of the secular academy and the disciplines of philology, archaeology, 
and anthropology. The result is the danger of what Smart called a “spectator 
hermeneutic." He echoes the view of Bernard E. Meland, who, writing in 
1962 on the question of “Objectivity and the Scientific Paradigm,” noted, “I 
have been convinced for some time that modern scholarship has deceived 
itself in the strenuous effort to achieve purely objective inquiry. There is 
really no such thing as purely objective inquiry, that is, inquiry in which 
the interested, centered existence of the inquirer plays no part.” (“Theology 
and the Historian of Religion,” Journal of Religion, 1962, p. 271). 

5. Time magazine, April 8, 1996. The subject is not really Jesus but the work 
of the so-called Jesus Seminar, whose ongoing effort has been to determine 
the relationship between what Jesus might have said and done and what the 
New Testament says he said and did. Among the seminar’s more controver¬ 
sial conclusions is that only 18 percent of the words ascribed to Jesus in the 
gospels may have been spoken by him. The debate between what is literally 
true and historically verifiable in the Bible and the meaning of the faith of 
the early church, which is not dependent upon these facts, is as old as the 
nineteenth-century debates about the higher criticism. What makes this 
newsworthy, at least to Time, is the fact that the controversial work of the 
Jesus Seminar takes what would be arcane debates of the academy and places 
them before the public in such a way as to excite the interest, and the 
anxieties, of the faithful. 

6. H. King Oehmig announced the publication of Understanding the Sunday 
Scriptures: The Synthesis Commentary, Year ‘A’ in the Class Notes section 
of Sewanee: The Alumni Bulletin of the University of the South, October 
1995, p. 32. Summaries of the Sunday lessons have long been available for 
the Episcopalian worshiper in the pew, and a large number of lectionary 
textual studies exist for the person preparing to preach on the Sunday lessons, 
but this new venture seems more substantial than any of these existing ef¬ 
forts. 

7. 1 learned of this new venture in Bible education while lecturing at the 
Methodist Theological School in Ohio in November 1995. Called “The 
Disciple Bible Study,” this relatively new program of the United Methodist 
Church emphasizes serious attention to biblical scholarship and study by 
means of committed small groups of parishioners who undertake a nine- 
month exercise in group formation, mutual spiritual care, and rigorous at¬ 
tention to the study of the Bible. The leaders for these groups are required 
to undergo training, the model for membership in the group requires the 
kind of commitment one is expected to make to Alcoholics Anonymous and 
Twelve-Step programs, and churches must apply to have the program in 
their congregations. The pastors reported to me that the effect of this group 
was remarkable in deepening lay leadership, mutual support for fellow mem¬ 
bers of the group, and biblical literacy. This appears to be an instance in 
which the church is reclaiming a model it ceded to the secular therapeutic 



culture, reinvesting it with the content of the church’s spiritual inheritance 
and disciplines. 

8. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, What Is Scripture? A Comparative Approach (Min¬ 
neapolis, Minn.: Fortress, 1993), P- 21 ■ Smith discusses the evolution of the 
idea of scripture both within and beyond the Jewish and Christian traditions 
and affirms both that “scripture is a human activity” and that scripture is 
not simply “texts.” In his concluding chapter on “Scripture and the Human 
Condition,” while arguing that “no one on earth today quite knows what 
scripture ‘is’, or why,” he adds, “Scripture has played too important a part 
in human life for its role to be ignored.” (p. 212) The true issue, he suggests, 
is not scripture itself. “Rather, what is requisite is an understanding of scrip¬ 
ture, and of the place in human life that it has filled when and where it has 
been important —for the light that may be shed on those other manifold 
problems.” (p. 213) 

9. William H. Willimon, in The Bible: A Sustaining Presence in Worship 
(Valley Forge, Pa.: Judson, 1981), argues that the Bible must be both seen 
and heard in Protestant worship. The advent of the divided chancel in Prot¬ 
estant liturgical architecture, he argues, has made the connection between 
the reading of scripture, often done from a Bible prominently displayed on 
the lectern, and the preaching of the sermon, usually done from the pulpit 
with no Bible in sight, at best ambiguous. And he is very much against the 
sentimental Protestant affectation, which still flourishes in certain evangeli¬ 
cal circles, of the preacher clutching his personal Bible while preaching. 
“This is the community’s book,” says Willimon, “not the preacher’s private 
possession.” Although he doesn’t mention it, Willimon would probably ap¬ 
prove of the Church of Scotland tradition whereby the Bible is brought into 
church in a stately procession, carried by the beadle just in front of the 
minister, and placed with great dignity on the pulpit. No member of the 
Church of Scotland would mistake this for idolatry but w'ould rather un¬ 
derstand it as the public honor due the people’s book. When Willimon wrote 
this book, he was pastor of Northside United Methodist Church in Green¬ 
ville, South Carolina. He has been since and for many years the distin¬ 
guished Dean of the Chapel at Duke University where he practices what he 
preaches. 


Chapter 2: A Matter of Interpretation 

In assessing the pluses and minuses of the historical-critical method for the field 
of biblical interpretation, Duke University historian David C. Steinmetz wrote 
an article called “The Superiority of Precritical Exegesis,” which first appeared 
in Theology Today, April 1980 (pp. 27-38), and was later reprinted in A Guide 
to Contemporary Hermeneutics: Major Trends in Biblical Interpretation, edited 
by Donald McKim (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1986). Reminding us that 



Benjamin Jowett once wrote, “The true use of interpretation is to get rid of 
interpretation, and leave us alone in company with the author,” Steinmetz 
suggested that such an ambition, the goal of much modern scholarship, is both 
naive and impossible, and perhaps medieval methods that discerned levels of 
meaning in the text have more to teach us than we heirs of Jowett might care 
to concede. 

i. The New York Times, January 2, 1995. 

2 In addition to the Bibles in the Geneva translations belonging to Elder Wil¬ 
liam Brewster, Governor William Bradford, John Alden, and a host of other 
Pilgrims now in the library of the Pilgrim Society, there are to be found an 
impressive number of contemporary commentaries, concordances, and Pu¬ 
ritan theological works having to do with biblical interpretation, upon which 
these English Protestants depended. The most authoritative discussion of 
these Pilgrim books is that of my late colleague, Miss Rose T. Briggs, in her 
paper "Books of the Pilgrims,” which appears in Old Time New England, 
Volume 61, 1970. 

3. The technical term for the interpretation of scripture is “hermeneutics,” 
from the Greek hermeneuo, “to interpret.” The term itself is so daunting 
that it tends to be used only in professional academic circles. The Concise 
Dictionary’ of Christian Tradition defines hermeneutics as “the science of 
interpreting (especially) ancient literature. It covers both the analysis of the 
text in its context and presuppositions of the interpreter who lives in a dif¬ 
ferent context from the original author. As a subject it has become of great 
importance in recent times to theologians who are particularly conscious 
that the horizon of understanding of biblical and ancient writers and their 
own are w idely different.” Closely allied to the work of hermeneutics is the 
equally technical and off-putting term “exegesis,” defined by the Concise 
Dictionary as “the act of explaining a text, e.g., a book of the Bible. The 
general rules that govern the explanation are provided by hermeneutics, and 
so exegesis involves the application of these rules to particular passages or 
portions of books. It is reading the meaning from the text, not reading a 
meaning into the text (eisegesis). As such it is of fundamental importance 
to all Christians involved in the explanation of the Bible in the modern 
world.” 

Everyone who reads the Bible, whether they acknowledge it or not, does 
so within a hermeneutical theory, for interpretation is what we do when we 
read. When we try to make sense of something, even when we say it does 
not need to make sense at all, we apply either explicitly or implicitly a theory 
of interpretation to which we submit the meaning of the text. The so-called 
higher criticism of the Bible is often charged with imposing external, ra¬ 
tional, or other human criteria upon the Bible and thus either obscuring or 
perverting its clear sense and meaning, but even this criticism of criticism 
is in itself an unavoidable hermeneutical theory. There is clearly a period 
in history that existed before the rise of the nineteenth-century phenomena 



of literary and historical criticism of the texts and contexts of scripture. But 
there never was a period in which the Bible lacked for interpretation —which 
is by definition the application of a critical faculty to the text and context — 
and so the illusion of a precritical period in the study of the Bible is just 
that, an illusion. 

It is a comforting illusion nevertheless to those who wish to believe that 
what the Bible means is what they believe it to mean, and that while others 
may interpret by means of impositions, interpolations, and bits of intellectual 
sophistry, they themselves are free to submit themselves to the authority of 
scripture, convinced that what it means now is obviously what it meant then 
as well. American fundamentalism is generally thought to be a rejection of 
criticism, that is, interpretive theories that undermine their convictions about 
the authority of scripture. Those convictions, often described as a view of 
the Bible as “inspired, inerrant, and infallible,” themselves constitute a for¬ 
midable hermeneutic. It is of course within the circle of this hermeneutic 
that fundamentalists have developed their own comprehensive theories of 
interpretation with which they require the Bible to be read. A monument 
to this effort is the Schofield Reference Bible, which in its efforts to make 
sense of every verse within the assumptions of its theological theories leaves 
nothing to the imagination or to chance. The “high view of scripture,” 
which is one of the distinctives of evangelical Protestantism, is always faced 
with the problem of whether interpretation can be distinguished from the 
Bible itself, and which one determines correct belief and behavior. The very’ 
conception that biblical interpretation must be the same as what the biblical 
writer intended, a version of original intent, is itself the imposition of a 
hermeneutical principle upon the text without which it is impossible to 
understand the text in the “correct” way. Religious traditions do not come 
to texts empty-handed, that is to say, without the presuppositions of the 
tradition itself, the assumptions of the community of interpretation to whom 
the texts belong. 

This may seem like just so much literary theory, which destroys the inti¬ 
macy between the reader and the text, and which, in its secular context, has 
done so much to turn departments of English into antagonistic militias of 
deconstructionism. But Roman Catholics, for example, do read the Bible in 
a different fashion, that is, with different experiences and expectations, from, 
say, Scottish Prebyterians, and Anglicans read the same texts quite differently 
from American Southern Baptists, and Jews read the Hebrew Bible in a way 
quite different from Christians who regard the same set of texts as the Old 
Testament. Thus, as we saw our discussion of “The Use and Abuse of the 
Bible,” it is not merely a case of conflict between a historical understanding 
of a text and its contemporary interpretation that may be at odds with that 
historical understanding, but rather a conflict between interpretive principles 
both explicit and implicit between the larger culture and the particular com¬ 
munity of interpretation, that is, the tradition, and within the tradition itself. 



Thus, while the Battle for the Bible is a very trendy slogan, what is really 
going on. and has been for as long as there has been a diversity of opinion 
about the Bible, is the Battle of the Hermeneutics, although such a noneu- 
phonious title would do little to sell books or make news. When someone 
says a version of “I know nothing of exegesis, eisegesis, or hermeneutics: I 
know only Jesus and God’s word,” they may sincerely believe that to be the 
case, but thev are equally wrong, not necessarily in the interpretation, which 
of course must rest upon the merits, but in the assumption that they do not 
appropriate these technical terms, which seem so alien to piety, every time 
they read the Bible. 

4. There are few more vivid reactions to modern biblical criticism than that of 
Dr. Amo C. Gaebelein, editor of Our Hope, a journal held in high esteem 
by many fundamentalists and evangelicals. In his article, “The Most Dan¬ 
gerous Infidelity,” published in his journal in December 1919, Gaebelein 
writes: 

“That the modern criticism of the Bible, so-called and falsely called 
higher criticism,’ is the most subtle and dangerous infidelity aiming at the 
foundation of our faith, has often been demonstrated. This wicked criticism 
is denying most of the facts of God’s revelation in His own Word. Well has 
it been said, ‘Criticism, this child of the spirit, that always negates, takes 
everything from us, but gives us nothing.’ Revelation? No. Inspiration of the 
Bible? No. Miracles? No. Prophecy? No. Christ, God? No. Resurrection and 
judgment? No. What do all these negations profit me? What shall I do with 
them? It causes one to stand on the path of life like a freezing wanderer, 
totally bereft, clad only in a thin shirt of morality, and not knowing whither 
to direct his steps. Instead of the ‘it is written’ with which our Lord and 
Master [Jesus Christ] conquered the mightiest opponent, we ask: Is it writ¬ 
ten? Where? Who wrote it? Is the passage genuine? Who will prove it? The 
foundations under us totter, and from bogs and swamps there rise up mists 
that hide from us the view of the eternal peaks, clad in radiant white. A 
malarial atmosphere of doubts and uncertainty envelops our spiritual life, 
forces its way into our schools, churches and poisons our Christian literature; 
we and our children breathe it wherever we are, and it makes us wavering 
and defenseless outwardly, and sick and languid inwardly.” (David A. 
Rausch, Fundamentalists, Evangelicals, and Anti-Semitism [Valley Forge, 
Pa.: Trinity Press International, 1993], pp. 74, 223, 224.) 

5. See Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard, Introduction to Biblical Interpretation 
(Irving, Texas: Word, 1993), pp. 37-38. 

6. Moises Silva in “Contemporary Theories of Biblical Interpretation,” in The 
New Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon, 1995), Vol. I. Quoted 
in ibid., p. 364. 

7. See John Huxtable, The Bible Says (London: SCM Press, 1962), p. 29. Huxt- 
able cites one of the standard pre-Vatican II Roman Catholic biblical com¬ 
mentaries, Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture by W. Leonard and B. 



Orchard. The tendentious view of Protestantism, untempered by the rising 
winds of the ecumenical movement, reflects the then prevailing Roman view 
of the heirs of the Reformation as “Separated Brethren.” 

8. Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There 
(New York: Morrow, 1993), p. 125. Humpty-Dumpty’s hermeneutic has been 
thought by some to represent the tottering logic of nineteenth-century An¬ 
glican theology in the face of the querulous logic of a persistent Alice, the 
spirit of the age of rational sensibility. That may be too much of a stretch, 
as well as an unwarranted imposition on Lewis Carroll, but Humpty-Dumpty 
is the patron saint of those who make words work for them as they please. 


Chapter 3: The Bible in America 

1. Harold Bloom is by no means the first to observe that the intimacy religion 
and the American culture have long enjoyed is paradoxically as much a sign 
of cultural anxiety as it is of cultural strength. The anxiety has to do with 
the perception that the culture and those things it values are under constant 
threat. The Puritan theology of seventeenth-century New England and its 
theocratic ideals were beset by the fear of subversion from beyond and 
within. The saints were not only in a state of constant warfare with the 
aborigines, they also feared the consequences of their own “success,” which 
might weaken group loyalty and identity and eventually wean the younger 
generation from the faith of their fathers and mothers. The pre-Revolutionary 
transition from Puritan to Yankee, and the shift of the center of civic gravity 
from the meetinghouse to the countinghouse, is perhaps the first chapter in 
the ongoing saga of the American secularization process. 

The ongoing tension in American religion is not necessarily between those 
who believe and those who do not believe. The tension is really between 
the desire to profit from the material gains and power of the culture without 
at the same time losing one’s religious purity and submitting the comforts 
and privileges of that culture to the judgment of one’s faith. That paradox, 
uniquely American, which combines the appearance of godliness with the 
substance of godlessness, does not mirror an accommodation between the 
secular and the sacred, as might easily be supposed at the level of appear¬ 
ances, but creates a profound anxiety and dis-ease, which, when easily pro¬ 
voked by the inevitable tensions of a growing pluralist and secular culture, 
produces what Richard Hofstader once called “The Paranoid Style in Amer¬ 
ican Politics.” 

In an essay with this title in the November 1964 Harper’s, at the height 
of the Goldwater revival of American conservatism, Hofstader argued in es¬ 
sence that the fuel that drove America's cultural conservatism was a sense 
of conspiracy and persecution, that the culture, the "American way,” was 
under siege from both Communism without and a wasting disease from 
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within represented by attacks on fundamental American values. He agreed 
with sociologist Daniel Bell in arguing that “the modern right wing . . . feels 
dispossessed: America has been largely taken away from them and their kind, 
though thev are determined to try to repossess it and to prevent the final 
destructive act of subversion. The old American virtues have already been 
eaten away by cosmopolitans and intellectuals; the old competitive capital¬ 
ism has been gradually undermined by socialist and communist schemers. 

. . . Their predecessors discovered foreign conspiracies; the modern radical 
right finds that conspiracy also embraces betrayal at home.” (The Para¬ 
noid St\le in American Politics and Other Essays [New York: Knopf, 1964], 
p. 24.) 

Thirty years later it might very well be argued that the conspiracy theories 
that first found their modern political home in the Goldwater campaign of 
1964 and whose antecedents are as old as the republic itself, the “paranoid 
style." have found their contemporary expression in the 1990s “cultural 
wars.” their fears of moral subversion, and the political response to these 
anxieties in the form of that loose but powerful coalition known as the 
Religious Right. As an icon of a culture under attack, the Bible read through 
the lenses of this paranoia becomes a critical means to restore the vision and 
the power of those who feel themselves dispossesed and disrespected. When 
we think of the Bible, then, as an “American book,” which much of the 
predominant American religious culture is tempted to do, we must under¬ 
stand this context within which the Bible is so often read and interpreted. 

Ralph Reed, the director of the Christian Coalition and no mean student 
of American culture, understands this perfectly, and his new book, Active 
Faith: How Christians Are Changing the Soul of American Politics, is but 
the most recent expression of that understanding at work. In his “Observer” 
column in The New York Times, in “God’s Angry Land: A New National 
Habit,” Russell Baker addresses the contemporary (and to his mind irra¬ 
tional) response to this paranoia: anger. Martin E. Marty’s study Modem 
American Religion: Under God, Indivisible, 1941-1960 (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1996), particularly Chapter 18, “A Civic Religion of the 
American Way of Life,” is an excellent analysis of the debate on the role 
and nature of religion in American public life. Also worth consulting con¬ 
cerning the relationship among American fundamentalism, the interpreta¬ 
tion of the Bible, and the American culture is Kathleen C. Boone’s The 
Bible Tells Them So: The Discourse of Protestant Fundamentalism, published 
in 1989 by the University of New York Press, Albany. 


Chapter 4: Hard Texts and Changing Times 

i. Much of the discussion of the history of the temperance movement in this 
chapter is taken from John L. Merrill’s article “The Bible and the American 



Temperance Movement: Text, Context, and Pretext,” which appeared in 
the Harvard Theological Review 81:2 (1988) pp. 145-170. It is a contemporary 
cultural convention to dismiss the American temperance movement as “odd 
and misplaced,” an aberration. To many, temperance is a casualty of the 
failure of the Great Experiment of Prohibition, and Prohibition itself is seen 
as something of a last stand of the American Protestant establishment. The 
repeal of the 18th Amendment to the Constitution in 1933 marked the end 
not only of Prohibition but of the unchallenged dominance of white Prot¬ 
estant Christianity in American cultural affairs. Merrill argues, however, that 
this attitude does not “do justice to its [temperance’s] widespread support 
and distinction as the longest continuous reform movement in American 
history.” (p. 145) 

Another useful historical study of temperance, the Bible, and American 
religion is “Temperance and the Evangelical Churches” by Othniel A. Pen¬ 
dleton, Jr., which is a chapter from his doctoral dissertation and is printed 
in the Journal of the Presbyterian Historical Society, Vol XXV, No. 1 March 
1947, pp. 14-45. It is to Pendleton that I owe the discovery of Hunt’s “Cold 
Water Anthem,” which, according to Pendleton, even he recognized as bad 
poetry: “I did not feel,” Hunt says, “that I was a Burns or a Byron, but I did 
feel that I had made a poem that would have done Burns or Byron great 
good.” (p. 42) 

2. Roland H. Bainton was one of the most distinguished church historians of 
his generation and his influence extended well beyond Yale Divinity School, 
where he was much beloved. His essay, “Total Abstinence and Biblical Prin¬ 
ciples,” was published in Christianity Today, July 7, 1958. 

In 1964, Christianity Today would adopt Bainton’s principle as its own 
when in an editorial, “Abstinence Makes Sense,” in the issue of April 24, 
1964, the editors reasoned, “Surely the time has come for a careful, persist¬ 
ent, and persuasive presentation of the fact that abstinence makes sense. 
Regardless of differing religious traditions and varying interpretations of what 
scripture says about drinking, youth today . . . have the right to hear the plain 
case for abstinence.” The Bible’s precedents were not definitive for the ed¬ 
itors. “In other periods, such as Bible times, the problems about alcohol 
were different from today. But these are not Bible times. The stresses of 
living in this space age make the human organism more susceptible to the 
perils of alcohol than in ancient Palestine. . . . God expects of us the ad¬ 
justment of maturity to current problems. . . .” The emphasis is mine but the 
point is theirs. 

Another perspective, this time from Canada, and equally relevant to the 
relationship between biblical precedent and social practice, is provided by 
Doris I. Miller in her article “Unfermented Wine on the Lord’s 'Table: 
Origins and Implementation in Nineteenth-Century Canadian Methodism, 
in Methodist History 29:1 (October 1990), pp. 3-13. 

No scholarly source cites it, but the aphorism having to do with the South¬ 
ern Baptist Convention’s long-standing position of total abstinence ought not 
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to ho ignored. It is said that when the Southern Baptist Convention comes 
to town for its annual meeting, the bars dry up and room service flourishes. 


Chapter 5: The Bible and Race 

1. Despite the fact that it is the largest Protestant denomination in the United 
States, the Southern Baptist Convention usually does not make front-page 
news in the secular press, but when it passed its resolution of repentance 
over slavery at its annual meeting in June 1995, it made headlines and the 
evening news. According to New York Times religion reporter Gustav Nie¬ 
buhr's account in the issue of June 21, “Passage of the resolution was a 
dramatic move for the denomination, whose staunchly conservative leaders 
have turned sharplv to the right both politically and theologically in recent 
sears, taking increasingly tough lines against abortion, homosexuality, and 
the ordination of women as church pastors.” The resolution stated, “We 
lament and repudiate historic acts of evil such as slavery from which we 
continue to reap a bitter harvest, and we recognize that the racism which 
yet plagues our culture today is inextricably tied to the past.” The resolution 
also asked for forgiveness “from our African-American brothers and sisters, 
acknowledging that our own healing is at stake.” 

2. It took the Southern Baptists one hundred and fifty years to repent of the 
sin upon which their convention was founded. This should be compared 
w ith the public acts of contrition made by the Germans on the fortieth and 
fiftieth anniversaries of the end of World War II. On May 8,1985, the fortieth 
anniversary to the day of the end of the war, Richard von Weizsacker, pres¬ 
ident of the West German Republic, said in a speech of commemoration 
in the Plenary Room of the Bundestag, “Remembering means recalling an 
occurrence honestly and undistortedly so that it becomes a part of our very 
beings. This places high demands on our truthfulness.” And in his litany of 
those to be commemorated, to whom apologies were owed, and from whom 
forgiveness was sought, the German president included of course the six 
million Jews who were murdered in the concentration camps and the people 
of Poland and the Soviet Union who suffered at the hands of the German 
army. And he included “the Sonti and Romany gypsies, the homosexuals 
and the mentally ill who were killed, as well as the people who had to die 
for their religious or political beliefs. We commemorate the hostages who 
were executed.” (“Remembrance, Sorrow and Reconciliation: Speeches and 
Declarations in Connection with the 40th Anniversary of the End of the 
Second World War in Europe,” Press and Information Office of the Gov¬ 
ernment of the federal Republic of Germany, 1985), pp. 59-60. 

5. I he Iberian conquests in the New World and the Christian ambitions that 
surrounded the economic and imperial enterprise are discussed by L. S. 



Stavrianos in his text The World Since 1500: A Global History (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1966), pp. 87-117. 

4. James Boswell’s views on slavery are cited by Stavrianos, op. cit., p. 372. 

5. I am indebted to my friend and colleague Professor Stephen A. Marini for 
his discussion of “Slavery and the Bible” in The Oxford Companion to the 
Bible, edited by Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 701-702. Marini credits the internal 
Christian debate about slavery with the disestablishment of biblical authority 
in America. “One of the chief ironies of the conflict over slavery,” he writes, 
“was the confrontation of America’s largest Protestant denominations with 
the hitherto unthinkable idea that the Bible could be divided against itself. 
But divided it had been by intractable theological, political, and economic 
forces. Never again would the Bible completely recover its traditional au¬ 
thority in American culture.” 

6. Rufus B. Spain’s At Ease in Zion: Social History of Southern Baptists, 186 5- 
1900 (Nashville, Tenn.: Vanderbilt University Press, 1967) makes chilling 
reading about Southern Baptist convictions on race and the Bible following 
the collapse of the Confederacy in 1865. Until 1865, Southern Baptists felt 
that they could hold together their major assumptions, which to others ap¬ 
peared to be in conflict, namely, that slavery was sanctioned in scripture, 
that despite their defeat in the Civil War they and God were still on the 
same side, and that their understanding of the Bible and themselves re¬ 
mained unchanged despite these changed circumstances. Spain cites an ed¬ 
itorial in the Richmond Religious Herald of February 22, 1866, in which it 
was argued that it was not God who freed the slaves but Satan: “. . . But I 
cannot, 1 will not believe it.. . . It was Satan that ruled the hour [i.e., the 
freeing of the slaves.]” (p. 19) For many Southern Baptists, the defeat of the 
Confederacy was not a judgment against slavery, and certainly not divine 
approbation of the North; it was a judgment upon the sins (of which slaver)' 
was not one) of the Southern people, (p. 17) 

7. The Southern Baptist Review and Expositor 53 (1956), p. 200. 

8. In the same issue of Christianity Today in which Billy Graham tells evan¬ 
gelical Christians that “racial and ethnic hostility is the foremost social prob¬ 
lem facing our world today,” J. Deotis Roberts, professor of philosophical 
theology at Eastern Baptist Seminary, and an African American serving as 
president of the American Theological Society, observed that the word evan¬ 
gelical is a turnoff for most African-American Christians. Part of the reason 
is the association of that particular tradition in America with a long history 
of indifference to racial injustice and a racism that prefers sentimental love 
without “real considerations for social justice.” He went on to say, “Black 
Christians love the Bible, but it is their interpretation that differs from white 
evangelicals’. African Americans know the Bible as a means of oppression 
as well as a source of liberation. We cannot assume that all Christians get 
the same message from reading the Bible.” In reply to the question of 
whether there ever could be genuine reconciliation between African- 



American Christians and white evangelicals, Roberts concludes, “There can 
be no genuine reconciliation without liberation and social transformation.” 
Christianity Today , October 4, 1993. 


Chapter 6: The Bible and Anti-Semitism 

1. Dr. Bailey Smith’s words, “God Almighty does not hear the prayer of a Jew,” 
predictable caused a furor in the Jewish community and within liberal the¬ 
ological circles, but they also generated a storm of controversy within his 
own Southern Baptist Convention, which itself was in the midst of a con¬ 
tinuing internal struggle for ideological control between liberal and conser¬ 
vative forces in the Convention. Many Southern Baptists were embarrassed 
by their president’s remark, not so much because it displayed anti-Semitism 
but because it revealed a profound ignorance masquerading as candor. Few 
believed that Smith was himself a garden-variety anti-Semite. Smith himself 
affirmed his devotion to Israel, and in a hand-written addendum to his press 
release of November 14, 1980, in which he responded to charges of anti- 
Semitism in a story in the Dallas Morning News, he said, “No one is more 
pro-Israel than I am.” (“Bailey Smith Papers” in The Southern Baptist 
Historical Library’ and Archives, Nashville, Tennessee) Glenn Igleheart, di¬ 
rector of interfaith witness at the Southern Baptist Home Mission Board, 
said Smith’s remarks, “instead of furthering understanding, actually impedes 
it.” ( Biblical Recorder, October 18, 1980, p. 6) One pastor in a letter to the 
Biblical Recorder of October 11 notes in embarrassed disagreement, "I think 
it is a little presumptuous of Mr. Smith to indicate he knows the mind of 
God so well that he knows even God’s conversations!” (p. 9) E. Glenn Hin¬ 
son, a professor at Southern Seminary, also took exception and noted that 
Smith “may have disenfranchised Jesus’ prayer,” reminding Smith that Jesus 
was born, lived, and died a Jew. ( Biblical Recorder, October 11, 1980, p. 13) 
In a unanimous vote of the faculty of Southern Baptist-related Meredith 
College, Smith’s views were repudiated. 

Supporters of Smith were many as the letters pages in Southern Baptist 
periodicals reveal. A typical one is this from Richard Edwards, then pastor 
of Carroll Memorial Church in Fayetteville, North Carolina: “I am in agree¬ 
ment with him because he is in agreement with the Bible.” Another on the 
same page writes, “If they are criticizing him for his doctrine, they are taking 
a stand against all the New Testament teaches.” 

Smith never denied his remarks. It would have been very difficult to do 
so as they were recorded on tape from which transcripts were made and sent 
to Jewish leaders within days of his statement. It is not clear from his many 
subsequent explanations of what he meant that he ever knew why or how 
he had given offense. After simmering a decade and a half, the controversy 
was reopened by the Southern Baptists in the summer of 1996, when at their 



annual meeting they reaffirmed their mission to convert the Jews. This time 
the controversy was carried on the editorial pages of The New York Times, 
where Leonard Garment in an Op-Ed piece on June 27, 1996, argued that 
Martin Luther prepared the way for modern Christian anti-Semitism and 
the Holocaust by the writing of his infamous pamphlet “The Jews and 
Their Lies.” As Paul Zahl and Timothy George point out in their letter to 
the Times of June 28, 1996, Luther’s attitude toward Judaism was religious, 
not ethnic, and bom out of a conviction as old as Christianity itself. Alas, 
the subtleties of that distinction are lost upon modern anti-Semites, who are 
only too happy to add Christian theologians to the Christian Bible in sup¬ 
port of their pernicious prejudice. As John T. Townsend in his essay “The 
New Testament, the Early Church, and Anti-Semitism” notes, “It has be¬ 
come customary to distinguish between anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism. 
The first is supposed to denote hostility' to Jews on religious grounds, and 
the second denotes that the hostility has a racial aspect. In practice, how¬ 
ever, racial hostility was generally present to some extent from the time that 
the Church became predominantly gentile.” (From Ancient Israel to Mod¬ 
em Judaism: Intellect in Quest of Understanding: Essays in Honor of Marvin 
Fox, ed. Jacob Neusner et al. [Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1989], pp. 149- 
17 °') 

2. Ronald Reagan’s remarks are reported in a story' by Steven K. Weisman in 
The New York Times of October 10, 1980. 

3. Explorations: Rethinking Relationships Among Jews and Christians, Vol. 6, 
No. 2, 1992. James Charlesworth is professor of New Testament Language 
and literature at Princeton Seminary, and is the editor of Explorations, pub¬ 
lished by the American Interfaith Institute, Philadelphia. 

4. Robert Kyser is professor of New Testament and homiletics at the Lutheran 
Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, and is the author of “The Gospel of 
John and Anti-Jewish Polemic” in Explorations. 

5. It is fair to say that the academy is well ahead of the church in taking on 
the stressful subject of the Christian Bible, anti-Jewish polemic, and anti- 
Semitism. As Luke T. Johnson points out in his essay “The New Testament’s 
Anti-Jewish Slander and the Conventions of Ancient Polemic” (Journal of 
Biblical Literature 108/3 [1989], pp. 419-441), “The scurrilous language used 
about Jews in the earliest Christian writings is a hurdle neither Jew nor 
Christian can easily surmount. It is a source of shame [finally] to Christians, 
and a well-grounded source of fear to Jews.” (p. 419) Sidney C. Hill’s Chris¬ 
tian Anti-Semitism and Paul's Theology (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress, 1993) 
begins with an account of the Bailey Smith affair (p. ix). 1 he purpose of his 
book “is to gain a new, critical understanding of Paul after Auschwitz.” 
(p. xi) The issue of Christian anti-Semitism among fundamentalists and 
evangelicals is addressed bv David A. Rausch in Fundamentalists, Evangel¬ 
icals, and Anti-Semitism (Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 1993). 
Krister Stendahl in his article on “Anti-Semitism” in The Oxford Companion 
to the Bible (1993) regards anti-Semitism as “the most persistent heresy of 
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Christian theology and practice” and recommends that first it be recognized 
and unmasked, and that in order to combat it, Christians must continue the 
work begun in the Second Vatican Council: “a vigilant audit of Christian 
preaching, teaching, Bible study, and liturgy as to what perpetuates and 
engenders contempt for Jews and Judaism. In such a task dialogue with Jews 
is indispensable.” (p 34) 

The Evangelical Church in Canada has joined its American counterpart 
in disassociating the Lutheran Church from the anti-Semitic writings of its 
founder. The statement passed in the spring of 1996 noted, “We who bear 
his name and heritage must acknowledge with pain the anti-Judaic diatribes 
contained in Luther’s later writings.” Luther was annoyed that Jews declined 
to be converted, and in his later years he called them “disgusting vermin” 
and “thieves and brigands.” The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 
the largest Lutheran body in the United States, adopted a similar resolution 
in 1994. 


Chapter 7: The Bible and Women 

1. Professor Mary Daly has given her own account of her visit to The Memorial 
Church in the “Women’s Issue” of The New Yorker of February 26 and 
March 4, 1996. She and I endured an awkward conversation of about ten 
minutes just before the service, and as she departed in some organized haste 
before it concluded, I never spoke to her again that day, nor have I since. 
Thus I was most interested in her views of the occasion; her recollections 
are not significantly different from my own. 

2. The wickedly delicious concept of “textual harassment” was coined by Mary 
Jacobus and first appeared, I believe, in her article “Is There a Woman in 
This Text?” in The New Literary History, 1982. 

3. Dianne Bergant, “Women in the Bible: Friends or Foes?,” Theology Digest 
40 (1993), pp. 103-112. Bergant cautions against the unthinking use of ex¬ 
emplary women in the Bible and would not necessarily approve of the use 
I make of Lydia, Phoebe, and Priscilla. “Just because women seem to be 
portrayed as self-directed and competent is no gurantee that such was the 
point intended by the author. In fact, they may be reinforcing patriarchial 
or Kyiarchal structures.” (p. 106) 1 take her point, but mine is that the pres¬ 
ence of these women in the Pauline text is an affirmation by Paul of a 
colleagueship with them that indeed transcends a purely patriarchal reading. 
Lydia, Phoebe, and Priscilla were included at the beginning of the gospel 
work and by no means should be "read out” or their presence diminished. 

4. Arthur Rowe’s article, “Hermeneutics and ‘Hard Passages’ in the NT on the 
Role of Women in the Church: Issues from Recent Literature,” appeared 
in The Epworth Review 18 (1991), pp. 82-88. 



5- Malcolm O. Tolbert’s article, “Searching the Scriptures,” appears in The 
New Has Come: Emerging Roles Among Southern Baptist Women, ed. Anne 
Thomas Neil and Virginia Garrett Neely (Washington, D.C.: Southern Bap¬ 
tist Alliance, 1989), pp. 29-39. 


Chapter 8: The Bible and Homosexuality 

1. John Boswell’s Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People 
in Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth 
Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980) received extraordinar¬ 
ily mixed reviews, and the opinion on this ambitious and precedent- 
shattering work is not settled even after fifteen years. It was hailed in the 
popular press, a remarkable thing in itself that a 424-page book of highly 
specialized medieval scholarship, densely documented in several languages 
and filled with demanding intellectual risks, should capture the general 
imagination, and on so controversial a topic as homosexuality. It was the 
first serious book to use the term “gay” as a precisely defined catagory as 
opposed to an in-group’s jargon. This alone was enough to offend many in 
the scholarly establishment. The scholarly reviews fell into three categories: 
(1) rave appreciation of a stupendous intellectual achievement; (2) an appre¬ 
ciative “yes, but,” judgment on the part of those who had some concerns 
about the intellectual leaps in a book that embraced nearly all of the major 
fields of humane inquiry, including theology, patristics, biblical studies, lit¬ 
erary criticism, sociology, anthropology, and history; and (3) outright hostil¬ 
ity, largely on the part of those who claimed one of these fields as their own 
particular specialty. Of these latter, perhaps Glenn W. Olsen’s review article 
in Communio (Summer, 1981), “The Gay Middle Ages: A Response to Pro¬ 
fessor Boswell,” and J. Robert Wright’s “Boswell on Homosexuality: A Case 
Undemonstrated,” in the Anglican Theological Review (ATR/LXV:i), repre¬ 
sent the extremes in peer disapprobation. Each in his own case seems upset 
that Boswell didn’t write the book they would have written, that his "special 
pleading” does not take into account their own particular concerns —in Ol¬ 
sen’s case, the neglect of “natural law” for which he charges Boswell with 
“cultural Protestantism,” and in Wright’s case, the fact that Boswell’s views 
do not square with the weight of received opinion. Wright is most anxious 
that Boswell’s views, particularly on scripture, do nothing to cause the Epis¬ 
copal Church to reconsider its opposition to homosexuality on scriptural 
grounds, a position reaffirmed in the General Convention of that church in 
1979, just a year before Boswell’s book burst upon the scene. These negative 
judgments do not conclude that Boswell is “wrong,” but prefer the protective 
coloration of what is known as the Scotch verdict, from the judicial pro¬ 
ceedings in the courts of Scotland which permit a verdict of not proven. 

Boswell’s thesis is simply that hostility toward homosexuals and homosex- 



uality does not find its roots either in the scriptural texts usually offered in 
evidence or in the earlv church, where a certain degree of tolerance ob¬ 
tained. The intolerance for homosexuals took the form we now recognize 
as the received tradition in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when tol¬ 
eration of am deviation from the order of Church and State was at an all- 
time low: Jews, heretics, and homosexuals all found themselves at new and 
high risk. The theologian architect of this new level of intolerance, according 
to Boswell, was Saint Thomas Aquinas. From that time onward, Christianity 
has been bad news for homosexuals, to the point that Boswell could write, 
"It is unlikely that at any time in Western history have gay people been the 
victims of more widespread and vehement intolerance than during the first 
half of the twentieth century.” (p. 23) His exoneration of the Bible and the 
earlv church in the condemnation of homosexuality of course depends upon 
a radical, some would say inventive, reading of the texts and contexts, and 
this is of course the most exciting part of the scholarship, and the part that 
is also the most controversial. Some of the most adamant negative criticism 
came from those who objected to Boswell, whose field was not biblical 
studies, presuming to venture readings of texts at such great variation with 
received readings by the experts and the convictions of the faithful based on 
such readings. J. Robert Wright cites fourteen biblical commentaries from 
1909 to 1982, “readily available on the library shelves,” and notes that Bos¬ 
well's readings are not confirmed by any of them. For most people that 
would be reason enough to take what Boswell has to say quite seriously, but 
for Wright, this discontinuity with orthodox scholarship proves that Boswell 
is not orthodox, and that is reason enough for not taking him seriously. 

Not all subsequent scholarship, and there has been a great deal of it on 
the topic of the Bible and homosexuality since 1980, agrees with everything 
Boswell had to say. I myself am not entirely sanguine with placing the full 
burden of Christian hostility to homosexuality on the shoulders of Saint 
Thomas and the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. As Reay Tannahill’s Sex 
in History, published in 1982, two years after Boswell, demonstrates, there 
seems to be enough overt hostility in the patristic period and its interpreta¬ 
tion of scripture to share some of the responsibility. It is also interesting to 
note that Tannahill does not cite Boswell in either her extensive notes or 
her bibliography. What is clear is that the rereading that Boswell began of 
what Phyllis Tribble once called the Terrible Texts has been carried on 
along many of the lines he himself laid down. Victor Paul Furnish’s The 
Moral Teaching of Paul: Selected Issues (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon, 1985), 
H. Darrell Lance’s “The Bible and Homosexuality” ( American Baptist Quar¬ 
terly 8,1989), and Jeffrey S. Siker’s “How to Decide? Homosexual Christians, 
the Bible, and Gentile Inclusion” (Theology Today, July 1994) are significant 
contributions in this rereading. Few responsible discussions on the Bible 
and homosexuality in 1995 would content themselves with a received tradi¬ 
tion of exegesis that responds neither to the questions Boswell’s readings 
raise, nor to the developments in the allied fields of interpretation, moral 



theology, or the ongoing developments in the fields of human sexuality and 
literary' theory. 

The relationship among the Bible, sexuality, and the church as it has an 
impact upon the moral case for or against homosexuality is now one of the 
most contentious topics in the modern history of the church. Boswell did not 
begin that discussion. D. S. Bailey’s Homosexuality and the Western Chris¬ 
tian Tradition, which appeared in 1955 and contributed to the decriminali¬ 
zation of homosexuality in England in 1967, and Helmut Thielicke’s 
Theological Ethics, which appeared in 1964, make short shrift of the biblical 
case against homosexuality. Boswell, however, so defined the questions, al¬ 
beit not all can agree with the answers that he proposes, that it is difficult to 
continue to appeal to the "plain sense of scripture” on the matter of homo¬ 
sexuality, although many persist in doing so. One of the better, but to me un¬ 
convincing, examples of this latter effort is Professor Marion L. Soards’s 
Scripture and Homosexuality: Biblical Authority and the Church Today (Lou¬ 
isville, Ky.: Westminster, 1995), which attempts to stave off revisionist exege¬ 
sis of the texts on homosexuality not so much because Soards is opposed to 
homosexuality but because he wishes to defend the reformed tradition’s high 
view of scripture and its authority in the Presbyterian Church. Even that 
Communion, which for the past twenty years has wrestled with the matter of 
sexuality with the zeal it once reserved for the doctrine of predestination, 
concluded that on the basis of scripture, homosexuality itself was not a bar to 
ordination, although it required that homosexuals must be celibate, or non¬ 
practicing, if they were to be considered for the ordained offices of that 
church. As John J. McNeil, author of The Church and the Homosexual (Bos¬ 
ton: Beacon, 1975), itself in its way a “Boswell before Boswell,” once said, 
“You can be a dog, as long as you don’t bark.” 

2. Jeffrey S. Siker, “How to Decide? Homosexual Christians, the Bible, and 
Gentile Inclusion,” in Theology Today, Vol. 52, No. 2, July 1994, p. 226. See 
also his “Homosexuality in the Church: Both Sides of the Debate (Louisville, 
Ky.: Westminster, John Knox, 1994). 

3. Daniel A. Helminiak, What the Bible Really Says About Homosexuality (Sail 
Francisco: Alamo Square Press, 1994,) pp. 100-102. In addition to his view 
that “Genesis is not a lesson on sexual orientation. Nothing in those two 
chapters [Genesis 1 and 2] suggests that heterosexuality, in contrast to ho¬ 
mosexuality, was a concern in the author’s mind” (p. 101), Helminiak says 
that the popular “Adam-and-Eve-not-Adam-and-Steve” argument depends on 
a logical fallacy, what is called the ad ignorantiam argument, an argument 
“by appeal to the unknown, argument based on assumptions about what was 
not said. The argument runs like this: Since the Bible does not actively 
support homosexuality, it must be that the Bible condemns it. But this con¬ 
clusion does not logically follow. What would follow is simply that we do 
not know the biblical mind on the subject.” (pp. 101, 102) 

4. Stanton L. Jones, “The Loving Opposition” in Christianity Today, July 19, 
1993, pp. 19-25. Jones was chair of the psychology department at Wheaton 



College. His is a pastoral approach to the question of homosexuality and he 
urges Christian compassion from his largely evangelical readership. His chief 
concern, however, is neither pastoral nor necessarily moral, but the preser¬ 
vation of the doctrine of the authority of scripture. ‘There are only two ways 
one can neutralize the biblical witness against homosexual behavior: by gross 
misinterpretation or by moving away from a high view of scripture.” (p. 20) 

Many conservative scholars by the late 1980s conceded that a liberal con¬ 
sensus had been formed in favor of a revisionist view of the texts traditionally 
associated with the church’s teaching on homosexuality and decided that it 
must be challenged. An example of this reconsideration of the revisionist 
view of which Boswell was the chief instigator is David F. Wright’s “Ho¬ 
mosexuality: The Relevance of the Bible,” in the Evangelical Quarterly 61 
(1989), pp. 291-300. An earlier and very significant critique of the Boswell 
view of Romans 1 is by Duke University Professor Richard B. Hays, “Rela¬ 
tions Natural and Unnatural: A Response to John Boswell’s Exegesis of 
Romans 1,” in the Journal of Religious Ethics 14 (1986), pp. 184-215. 

A broader response to the cultural consequences of this now well devel¬ 
oped scholarly consensus is that of the so-called Ramsey Colloquium, spon¬ 
sored by the Institute on Religion and Public Life. Its article “Morality and 
Homosexuality,” w'hich first appeared in the journal First Things, was re¬ 
printed in The Wall Street Journal of February 24, 1994. Aligning themselves 
with the “public anxiety about homosexuality,” which they regard as “a 
matter of legitimate and urgent public concern,” the members are eager to 
defend the heterosexual norms and the institution of marriage against what 
they regard as the cultural assault of an apparently successful homosexual 
civil rights movement. While they identify themselves as Christian and Jew¬ 
ish scholars of religion, they write as concerned citizens who “share the 
uneasiness of most Americans with the proposals advanced by the gay and 
lesbian movement,” and seek “to articulate some of the reasons for the 
largely intuitive and pre-articulate anxiety of most Americans regarding ho¬ 
mosexuality.” It is a near concession that the liberal consensus is winning 
the cultural war. 

Nearly twenty years ago, the liberal journal Christianity and Crisis devoted 
a special double issue (May 30 and June 13, 1977) to the subject of homo¬ 
sexual itv, noting on the front cover, “The scriptural and theological bases 
on which the condemnation of homosexuality has been founded are under 
challenge. The condemnation itself, and the treatment of homosexual per¬ 
sons which flows from it, are out of harmony with the central message of 
Christian revelation.” The editors concluded, “In our reading of the evi¬ 
dence there is no longer a tenable case for excluding homosexuals from full 
participation in the life of the church and of society.” (p. 114) The emphasis 
is theirs. 

5. Sec Reay Tannahill, Sex in History (New York: Stein and Day, 1982), p. 

i 43-i 45 . 

6. Andrew Sullivan’s piece appeared in The New Republic (March 1996) of 



which he was for some time editor. A conservative, Roman Catholic, and 
homosexual, he is the author of Virtually Normal: An Argument About Ho¬ 
mosexuality (New York: Knopf, 1995). 

7. Charles Hefling, an Episcopal priest and associate professor of theology at 
Boston College, is editor of Our Selves , Our Souls and Bodies: Sexuality and 
the Household of God (Boston: Cowley, 1996). In addition to his own essay 
in the section on Scripture and Tradition, “By Their Fruits: A Traditionalist 
Argument,” the book contains seventeen essays by some of the leading the¬ 
ologians in the Anglican tradition and provides an excellent study guide that 
can be used in discussion groups and seminars. 


Chapter 9: The Bible and the Good Life 

1. F. Forrester Church, The Essential Paul Tillich: An Anthology of the Writings 
of Paul Tillich (New York: Macmillan, 1987). Martin Marty describes Paul 
Tillich as “ascendant after mid-century” and “a familiar if not often easily 
understood celebrity of the campus circuit.” (Martin Marty, Modem Amer¬ 
ican Religion: Under God, Indivisible, 1941-1960 (Chicago: University of Chi¬ 
cago Press, 1996). His books The Courage to Be and The Shaking of the 
Foundations were required in Religion 101 in my freshman year of college 
in 1961, and his more substantial works, including Systematic Theology, were 
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lenges Ahead (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 133. 

3. John Paul 11 , Crossing the Threshold of Hope (New York: Knopf, 1994). The 
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Italian journalist of independent mind but a son of the Church, who was 
invited to conduct an interview with the pope on the occasion of the fif¬ 
teenth anniversary' of his pontificate. The interview never took place, but 
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Chapter 10: The Bible and Suffering 

John Habgood. Making Sense (London: SPCK, 1993). As Archbishop of York, 
Habgood was the Primate of England, whereas his brother Archbishop of 
Canterbury was Primate of All England, with a seat in the House of Lords 
as one of the Lords Spiritual and a reputation as a thinking bishop. Indeed, 
David L. Edwards in the jacket blurb said of Habgood, “Were there to be 
an Olympics in episcopal theology, Dr. Habgood would win the gold.” The 
tradition of "thinking bishops” in the Church of England is an old and lively 
one. but in this managerial and politically correct age, where the lowest 
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and sermons. In the essay “Do Pigs Have Wings?” he argues, “Religion in 
its simplest terms is about making sense of life, this life, first of all, and 
particularly those aspects of it which challenge and disturb us.” It was from 
this essay that the third and final section of my own book, the pastoral 
section, took its inspiration. 

John Huxtable, The Bible Says (London: SCM Press, 1962). This is a small 
but very effective essay against the ever-present temptation to make a 
graven image out of the Bible. One of his best lines is “Jesus Christ came 
into the world to be its saviour, not an authority on biblical criticism.” 

(p. 70) 

Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (London, 1930), Chapter 2. 
Richard Webster in Why Freud Was Wrong: Sin, Science, and Psychoanalysis 
I New York: Basic Books, 1995), in writing of Freud’s low estimate of the 
human condition, quotes from a letter to Lou Andreas-Salome in which he 
says, “In the depths of my heart I can’t help being convinced that my dear 
fellow men, with a few exceptions, are worthless.” (p. 324) 


Chapter 12: The Bible and Evil 

“Ode Written During the Battle of Dunkirk, May 1940” in The Questing 
Spirit: Religion in the Literature of Our Time,” ed. Halford E. Luccock and 
Francis Brentano (New York: Coward-McCann, 1947), p. 451. 

Saint Augustine discusses the evil of lust and its irrational qualities in The 
City of Cod XIV:i6 and 1H. Christopher Kirwan in Augustine (London: 1989) 



notes that Augustine argues that “Adam’s and Eve’s genitals become dis¬ 
obedient in punishment for Adam’s and Eve’s disobedience; that is why they 
covered them.” ( City 13.15; 14.23) “But the theory that sexual activity became 
disgraceful because of the Fall does not explain why the involuntariness of 
erection is a disgrace; it assumes that.” Kirwan concludes, “To my mind the 
mystery why Augustine regarded sex as bad is only exceeded by the mystery 
why Christian culture for so long agreed with him.” (p. 196) 


Chapter 14: The Bible and Wealth 

1. William W. How wrote this hymn in 1858 and based the text, “We Give 
Thee but Thine Own,” on I Chronicles 29:14. It was often sung as a Sunday 
school offertory hymn in my childhood. 

2. Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography and Other Writings, ed. Peter Shaw 
(New York: Bantam, 1989), p. 99. 

3. Kit and Frederica Konolige, The Power of Their Glory: America's Ruling 
Class: The Episcopalians (New York: Wyden, 1978), p. 86. This is a lucid 
and not altogether favorable account of the religious caste the authors call 
the “Episcocrats." 

4. Ibid. 

5. David Owen, English Philanthropy, 1660-1960 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1964), p. 13. 

6. Bishop Reginald Heber’s hymn “Brightest and Best of the Sons of the Morn¬ 
ing” first appeared in a collection of his hymns published after his death in 
1826. 

7. Robert Wuthnow’s piece, “Pious Materialism: How Americans View Faith 
and Money,” appeared in The Christian Century’, March 3, 1993, 
pp. 238-241. 


Chapter 15: The Bible and Science 

1. Herbert Butterfield quoted in L. S. Stavrianos, The World Since 15 00: A 
Global History (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966), p. 185. 
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hvmn generally known as “The Spacious Firmament on High" and set to a 
tune of Haydn adapted from his oratorio The Creation, reads: 
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Move round the dark terrestrial ball? 

What though no real voice nor sound 
Amidst their radiant orbs be found? 
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4. Paul Davies, “The Harmony of the Spheres,” in Time, February 5, 1996, 
p. 58. Davies is a professor of natural history at the University of Adelaide, 
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